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It is implausible for many to see Theodor Adorno as a philosopher of the body, because he is—in every sense—one of the great “minds” of twentieth century German thought. While the body conjures up sentiments such as desire, lust, passion and jouissance, Adorno, in contrast, has been described by critics as a haute bourgeois thinker with “remorseless tunnel vision” and “mandarin fastidiousness” while his works have been characterized as highbrow, hyper-intellectual, anguished and stodgy.

This work intends to read Adorno against the grain and to show that hope and desire are present in Adorno’s philosophy, no matter how bleak. Domination is not yet complete and the human subject is not yet entirely impotent. My central thesis is that Adorno’s analysis of reified society emanates from and returns to the body. It is important to immediately admit that there is no single unified theory of the body in Adorno’s writings. In fact, although I will be arguing for its primacy in Adorno’s thought, there is only one short sustained writing about the body, which is located in an appended text to the Dialectic of Enlightenment entitled “The Importance of the Body.” However, the body persistently appears in heterogeneous fragments throughout Adorno’s writing as the specifically corporeal (Leib), the more general body (Körper), and what he refers to as “metaphors of the body.” As I will discuss below, the absence of a sustained, systematic analysis of the body in Adorno’s thought is entirely consistent with his commitment to the formative nature of style, dialectical thought and immanent critique. This manner of criticism confronts a particular mode of thinking with its own logic, using the strength of its own arguments against its own conclusions. Adorno adopts this mode of critique from Hegel, who claimed that genuine refutation is not achieved “by defeating the opponent where he is not.” Immanent critique remains within what it criticizes, using the internal contradictions of a work to criticize the work itself. Adorno’s style can be understood as a kind of strategic asceticism and critique of forms of thought that would deny pleasure and desire in an effort to repress the body. In addition, the scattered references to the body should be read as an attempt to formally evade the homogenizing impetus of identity logic, one of the key leitmotifs of his thought. “Dialectic thought,” Adorno insists, “is an attempt to break out of the coercion of logic through its own means.”1 Together, these traces of the somatic form a constellation that reflects the profound importance of corporeality to Adorno’s philosophy and the visceral nature of Adorno’s writing.

Integral to my analysis is an explication of the intellectual and cultural history from which Adorno’s works emerge. It becomes evident when looking at Adorno’s many invocations of the body that he is writing as a response to both the Nazis fetishization of the body, and also to the commodification of the body by the forces of capitalism and the expanding influence of the American culture industry. Adorno’s own experiences as an émigré and Jew play a vital role in shaping the subjective experiences that inform his reflections on these twin phenomena. When the Institute of Social Research was closed on the thirteenth of March, 1933 by the National Socialists, Adorno was forced into exile, which created the intense alienation and bodily displacement that Adorno describes in his work Minima Moralia: Reflections from a Mutilated Life. For Adorno, the painful experiences of alienation, anxiety and estrangement that resulted from emigration coalesced into a form of resistance in both his theoretical and personal life expressed as the inability and refusal to achieve complete integration into a social system characterized by radical self-preservation and instrumental rationality.2 Adorno’s absolute commitment to non-oppressive thinking is contained in the tension between the historical backdrop of Adorno’s writing, which is the rise of National Socialism and its accompanying flag-waving, and rhetoric of “Blut und Boden” (Blood and Soil), and “Vaterland” (Fatherland) on the one hand, and Adorno’s own absolute alienation and outsider experience of exile. Edward Said brilliantly captures this dynamic in his essay, “Reflections on Exile.”


Nationalism is an assertion of belonging in and to a place, a people, a heritage. It affirms the home created by community of language, culture, customs; and by so doing, fends off exile, fights to prevent its ravages. Indeed, the interplay between nationalism and exile is like Hegel’s dialectic of servant and master, opposites informing and constituting each other.3



I believe Adorno was acutely aware of this dialectic, and resolutely fostered his “otherness,” hovering in the no-man’s land between the “us” and the “them,” a space of non-belonging. Said goes on to ask the question: “How, then, does one surmount the loneliness of exile without falling into the encompassing and thumping language of national pride, collective sentiments, group passions? What is worth saving and holding on to between the extremes of exile on the one hand, and the often bloody-minded affirmations of nationalism on the other?4 The answer to Said’s important question in Adorno’s thought can be found in the profound importance that Adorno accords to corporeality, suffering, the sensuous nature of human being and the significance of subjective experience.

Adorno’s thinking about the body—as the thing which differentiates us and makes each individual unique, but at the same time, acts as a ground for an inter-subjectivity—played a critical role in the development of his philosophy. In an article by John Ely entitled “Intellectual Friendship and the Elective Affinities of Critical Theory,” Ely poignantly describes the powerful influence and effects of some of the Frankfurt School thinkers on one another that emerged from their idle vacation time together in the provincial Italian fishing village of Positano. 5 Ely’s work here is a skillful example of the kind of situating of Adorno’s intellectual labors to which my own work aspires. Too often, in Adorno Scholarship, there is the desire to read the dense philosophical works excised from the very historical events and contexts to which he repeatedly asserts that his work emerges. Adorno’s reliance on close intellectual collaborations with thinkers such as Max Horkheimer and Hans Eisler, as well as his copious epistolary exchanges with Alfred Sohn Rethel and Walter Benjamin, all provided the intense experience of intersubjectivity that shapes his philosophical discourse. This becomes particularly evident in his last work, Negative Dialectics, where he describes a philosophical process that might allow us to recognize and experience an affinity with the other/object in a non-oppressive way. Whenever I become exasperated by the loneliness of tackling the rigor of Adorno’s prose or the relentless insistence on the homogenizing and dominating powers of conceptual thought, I am consoled and inspired the sentiment that encapsulates his philosophy of negative dialectics: “We become free human beings not by each of us realizing ourselves as individuals, but rather in that we go out of ourselves, enter into relation with others, and in a certain sense relinquish ourselves to them.”6 I find this to be a most compelling notion of freedom, even as it is unfamiliar to us in these times. The type of freedom Adorno evokes in the quote above is one based on an ethic of tenderness, co-existence and mutuality. Adorno’s robust understanding of what it means to be free stands in utter contrast with the prevailing anorexic notions, which revolve around demands of a more selfish and individualistic nature such as “freedoms of choice,” and economic freedoms based on mass consumption. The freedoms we cherish now are mere simulacra of Adorno’s embodiments of the term.7

It is impossible to understand the importance of the body in Adorno’s works without contextualizing it within his attempt to articulate a dialectical materialism. One of the consistent elements of Adorno’s intellectual endeavors is his commitment to moving beyond the traditional two camps of philosophy: idealism, which projects the totality of reality into the world of spirit and mind, and old or traditional materialism, which reduces all intellectual abstractions to forms of sensuousness, i.e., to sensation and affectivity. It is within the dialectic of these two modes of thought that the body takes its elusive shape in Adorno’s thought, where corporeality functions on various cascading levels. At times, Adorno associates the body with base physicality and materiality, or what he refers to as an “unadorned materialist motive (ungeschminkt materialistische Motiv).” This body is the straining, laboring body that calls to mind Odysseus’ rowers in the seminal section on the Sirens in the Dialectic of Enlightenment. At these moments, the body is also the “damaged (beschädigt)” German Jewish body that lacks a voice in exile due to physical displacement and the expropriation of language. At other times, the body functions in Adorno’s writing as the privileged metaphor for form and style. The embodying style and syntax of Adorno’s writing, especially in a work such as “The Essay as Form,” playfully actualizes the effort to outwit identity logic’s destructive impulse to incorporate and homogenize everything it encounters. The body that Adorno invokes at these moments is the spontaneous body that reveals in its gestures the fleeting moments of freedom and potential for resistance. At one point, Adorno writes: “Only in the metaphor of the body can the concept of pure spirit be grasped at all, and it is at the same time cancelled.”8 This statement deftly attacks the history of philosophy and its striving towards “pure spirit.” Adorno did not begin his career as a philosopher, but as a musician and musicologist, and he maintained an ambivalent and uneasy relationship to the discipline of philosophy, which more than any other form of thought is guilty of the repression of the body in the quest for a more “pure,” “neutral” or “objective” foundation for knowledge. Friedrich Nietzsche was, of course, the most ardent and vicious critic of this tendency of philosophy. Philosophy, in his perspective, imagines the untrustworthy senses seductively leading rational thought astray. The body is regarded as a site of deception. In Nietzsche’s analysis, the ressentiment of philosophers towards the body backfires, however, and becomes an act of self-destruction. Adorno’s description of the dialectic of Enlightenment bears a remarkable similarity to Nietzsche’s description of the history of philosophy. Adorno draws from Nietzsche’s reading and counters and responds in his own thought by recovering and retrieving the body that has been forgotten, repressed and dismissed by philosophy and its discontents.

It is striking how Adorno’s most extraordinary statements about and around the body have been for the most part ignored, disregarded and overlooked. Adorno-reception has not been immune to the pathological amnesia about the body that Nietzsche observes as the hallmark of western thought. Even in the attempts by post-modern thinkers, who are arguably the most obsessed with the body, the attempt to co-opt Adorno’s thought revolves around the attempt to draw various correlations between his critique of identity, his aphoristic mode of thought, his criticism of language, and the insistence on negativity that pervades his philosophy. A prime example of this kind of work appears in the slim volume entitled The Actuality of Adorno, edited by Max Pensky.9 Pensky writes, for example, in the introduction to the book:


Adorno and contemporary poststructuralist theory certainly bear some intuitively clear affinities: both are efforts to work out the philosophical import of the collapse of philosophical idealism. […] Both interpret a crisis in meaning and representation as an indisputable event, for the social reality of Western civilization no less than for the internal development of Western philosophy. […] More significant still, both Adorno negative dialectic and deconstruction regard the interpretive task of philosophy to consist in the legibility of a fragmented social reality that appears as text. Both dedicate themselves to the gleaning of unintentional moments of interruption, resistance, deferral, or negation that are cryptically encoded within the material that dominant totalizing discourses marginalize or repress.10



This kind of systematization and generalization of Adorno’s work, that intentionally glosses over the Utopian aspects of his thought, is a fundamental misreading of the most basic element of his philosophy—the critique of identity logic as understood within the principles of exchange value, the importance of mediation, and the use of negativity to expose contradictions in the system, but not as a reified end in itself. There are many Adorno scholars who have most vociferously and prolifically argued that these parallels are tenuous, at best, and that his works are better understood within a different context. Fredric Jameson’s Late Marxism: Adorno, or the Persistence of the Dialectic,11 and Peter Dews’ Logics of Disintegration: Post-Structuralist Thought and the Claims of Critical Theory come to mind here.12 Although I will not become directly muddled within these disagreements, they provide a theoretical backdrop for my investigations. One of the strands of Adorno’s thought that I will trace in this book is the relationship between the logic of identity and the commodification of the body. In so far as the body has become one of the obsessions, and perhaps even most prominent fetish—in the Marxist sense—of post-structuralism, my work intends to show how Adornos ‘actuality’ lies in his ability to provide the most lucid and trenchant criticism of this phenomenon.

There is much to find fault with in Adorno’s life. He was a narcissistic elitist who was once described by Hannah Arendt in a letter to Karl Jaspers as “one of the most repulsive men I know.”13 Horkheimer’s wife once said, “Teddie is the most enormous Narcissist that the old and new world has ever produced.”14 Herbert Marcuse never forgave him for his sanctimonious calling of the police to evacuate students who were demonstrating at the Institute in 1969. A wealth of feminist scholarship has pointed out the lack of a sustained critique of women’s oppression. One of the challenges of any interpretation of Adorno’s thought is to adhere to his basic claim that “The truth does not lie in history…but history lies in truth.”15 The task of discussing the “actuality” of Adorno’s texts, therefore, begins with the acknowledgement that my own research emerges from a radically different historical context than the one in which Adorno was writing and thinking. As a feminist living in the age of late capitalism, there are different demands that I necessarily place on Adorno’s thought. My goal in this project is not to defend Adorno or paint him as a proto-feminist thinker. In fact, his blind spots have proved to be considerable challenges to a feminist reading of his philosophy. But beyond this, I still deeply believe that Adorno can be profoundly relevant to liberation thinking today and for helping us think through our troubled relationships with our bodies. My approach, therefore, has been to read Adorno dialectically, to understand that some of his most shattering insights are to be found in these moments of failure. It is within the interstices of his thought, where contradictions are most apparent, that his philosophy reveals itself to be most relevant to us in these times.

I want to briefly mention a few thinkers and fields of Adorno scholarship that have been important for my project. Those that have inspired me, and those whom I have appropriated and cannibalized. Fredric Jameson has made provocative, albeit fleeting remarks in passing about the peculiar nature of the body in Adorno that have greatly influenced my own reading. In his important book, Late Marxism: Adorno, or, the Persistence of the Dialectic, Jameson argues for the continuing relevance of Adorno for our post-modern age and suggests at one point that Adorno’s materialism be compared to that of Bertolt Brecht’s—two Marxist thinkers who are often caricatured as unlike and different as it gets, Adorno as the sober, mandarin intellectual and Brecht as the drunken, popularizing, artist.


The materialism of the body contained within Adorno’s insistence on the idea of happiness and his fleeting evocation of Utopia is very different in spirit either from the mood of heroic fascism in early Heidegger, or the latter’s ritual solemnity, as in the wondrous pages of the inauguration of the polis in ‘The Origins of the Work of Art.’ This last is in fact a good deal more political (in all senses) than anything in Adorno, whose physicality here demands at the least the courtesy of a comparison with the great Brechtian materialism of the soup and cigar.16



The body that Jameson locates in Adorno and its intimations of the Utopian, as well as the startling comparison with Brecht inspired me to think about the physical body in relationship to Adorno’s dialectical materialism. It is practically a moral imperative for Adorno to recognize the simple materiality of the body because it is ultimately these bodies that disappeared into smoke in the crematoriums during the Holocaust. Adorno writes in the final section of Negative Dialectics that after Auschwitz, the categorical imperative has been replaced with the moral imperative to think bodily (leibhaft). This somatic moment is described by Adorno as the only possible way to approach “unimaginable physical suffering.” At the same time, Adorno does not attempt to rescue an authentic body, or a naturalistic body that is unburdened by and free of socio-cultural affects. The assumption of “givenness” upon which a simple materialism of the body relies proves to be a problem for Adorno’s philosophical modus operandi of mediation. He rigorously extends this practice of eschewing immediacy and the notion of “first principles” to his reflections on the body.

Lambert Zuidervaart’s work extends our understanding of the material body with a discussion of sensuality. In Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory: The Redemption of Illusion, Zuidervaart gives a convincing reading of the intricacies involved in Adorno’s reception of Kant and Hegel in the notoriously complex Aesthetic Theory and explores the relationship between sensuality (Sinnlichkeif) and morality (Sittlichkeit). His elaboration of spontaneity in Adorno’s thought, which he argues emerges from Adorno’s study of music and develops into a critique of the Kantian object (Gegenstand) illuminated the importance of corporeality. Zuidervaart writes:


Adorno’s concept of artistic spontaneity implies a “materialistic” episte-mology. Adorno claims that epistemology becomes materialistic by giving precedence to the object. The object’s precedence means that conscious cognition can not do without sensation, a preconscious and spontaneous corporeal feeling.17



The importance of sensuality in Adorno’s work becomes the basis for the experience of art, which for Zuidervaart is the locus of the Utopian in Adorno’s thought.

Jameson and Zuidervaart’s insights emerge from a critical appraisal of the Utopian. This is something that for a long while remained an absent topos in Adorno scholarship—the exception being, of course, those who have insightfully addressed the importance of “Jewishness” and the various Judaic theological motifs that permeate Frankfurt School thinking.18 Anson Rabinach, Richard Wolin, Hauke Brunkhorst, and Gertrud Koch come to mind here. Like other members of the so-called Frankfurt School, Adorno adheres to what Martin Jay has described as “the traditional Jewish prohibition on naming or describing God or paradise,” and is an example of “the subterranean influence of a religious theme on the materialism of the Frankfurt School.”19 Koch, for example, argues that Adorno’s ambivalence toward the filmic image is in part due to his commitment to the Jewish ban on images (Bilderverbot).20 The prohibition of such images for Adorno is more than a theological moral view. It is also an epistemological device and impetus that liberates fantasy and inspires the imagination from literalism and reified language.21

The tenacity of Utopia in Adorno’s thought can also be traced in part to Ernst Bloch’s Spirit of Utopia, one of the important influences in Adorno’s early intellectual life. According to Bloch, modern philosophical thought can be essentially characterized as adhering to a “contemplative” approach. This rather abstract way of thinking can be connected with a sense of “homelessness” and “rootlessness” that pervades philosophy.22 This kind of thinking feigns objectivity based on a detachment from human needs and desires. Bloch, in contrast, attempts to place human desire in the center of his efforts, insisting that all thought served some interest and more importantly, that the activity of wishing and desiring are the necessary pre-conditions for contemplation. Thought, in Bloch’s perspective, was not only a description of what currently exists, but also an imaginative striving towards what is not yet, and for what one hopes. Adorno was deeply affected by the urgency of Bloch’s conceptualization of Utopia. However, once again Adorno’s philosophical commitment to the rigorous demands of mediation made the Utopian conceivable only as a negative possibility. Adorno adheres to a precise understanding of the Utopian, which by definition is a ‘no-place’ a negative, intangible site that cannot be understood or located in a spatial sense. Hope and Utopia are not located in the future somewhere, but in how we imagine the future and the conditions of knowing. This is especially true in Adorno’s thought, which refuses to concretely name or elaborate on the Utopian, a refusal that accounts for the elusiveness of the body.

Adorno compellingly writes in one enigmatic moment, “…what hope clings to…is the transfigured body.”23 In this work, I am in pursuit of what he elusively refers as the “transfigured body (verklärter Leib).” This body is one transfigured by the critical thought processes of negative dialectics. It is a sensuous body that is at once both physical and social, the site where the history of oppression, suffering, pain and injustice are experienced. At its core, Adorno’s philosophy is the attempt to give voice to this suffering body. One of his most profound sentiments is his insistence that “The need to lend a voice to suffering is the condition of all truth.”24 One of the best ways of approaching the body in Adorno’s thought is through the notion of the “promesse de bonheur”, a phrase, borrowed from Stendhal, that consistently appears in Adorno’s work. This promise of happiness that Adorno’s philosophy clings to characterizes the nature of his commitment to the Utopian. The body emerges here as the standpoint of hope from which he criticizes the failures of society. It is this understanding of the body that acts as the site of promise.

Another field of Adorno scholarship that has contributed to my own intellectual perspective is feminist scholarship on Adorno, and on critical theory in general. Adorno’s oeuvre presents a particular challenge to feminist readers. His apparent unwillingness to address the oppression of women, except briefly and at times ambivalently, prove to be both intriguing and disturbing. Drucilla Cornell, Asha Varadharajan, and Allison Weir have all written insightfully on this issue in widely varying contexts. In Cornell’s book The Philosophy of the Limit, she underscores the importance of reconciliation (Versöhnung) in Adorno’s thought, and contrasts his understanding of reconciliation as “the art of disunion that allows things to exist in their difference and in their affinity”25 and the traditional Hegelian presentation of inter-subjectivity, which “replicates the selfsame violent relationship to the Other which it purports to overcome.”26 Cornell’s discussion of reconciliation, although kept completely within the realm of philosophy and the possibility of ethics, is particularly useful for thinking about the oppressive relationship between mind and body, intellectual and manual labor and theory and praxis, topics that I will discuss at length. Varadharajan’s book Exotic Parodies: Subjectivity in Adorno, Said and Spivak27, examines the relevance of Adorno’s work in the context of postcolonial studies. Her discussion comparing Spivak’s understanding of the “subaltern body” and Adorno’s discussion of identity and the repressive relationship between subject-object have helped me to both read Adorno’s comments about the body more “literally” and to remove Adorno from an abstract philosophical sphere to the level of particular historical experience. Lastly, Allison Weir’s Sacrificial Logics: Feminist Theory and the Critique of Identity,28 lucidly lays out the many contradictions in the subversion of identity and the affirmation of collective solidarity, both of which seem to be absolutely necessary elements of women’s liberation. Although Weir does not directly engage Adorno’s thought, her insistence on what she describes as “mediated identity” is useful for thinking about Adorno’s understanding of identity and difference, and for how he differs from post-structuralist thinkers. It is precisely his insights into the prevailing oppressive construction of identity and the possibility, through negative dialectics, of an inter-subjective non-oppressive relationship that is pertinent to feminists and for women’s liberation.

STRUCTURE OF THE ARGUMENT

The Chapters in the book are meant to be read as a gradual unfolding of an argument about the centrality of the body to Adorno’s work and an attempt to articulate how corporeality functions in Adorno’s thought. The feminist interludes that are interspersed between the chapters are not meant to bracket off feminist concerns from the main body of my work, but rather to underscore the relevance of Adorno’s thought to the question of women’s oppression and liberation. It is my contention that Adorno’s thought is most profoundly relevant for feminism, and one hope of this work is to exemplify how Adorno’s critique of identity in negative dialectics and his particular approach to corporeality can help illuminate some of the issues and contradictions in feminist thought on the body, which tend to hover around questions of identity.

In the first chapter, I look at the Dialectic of Enlightenment, where Adorno and Horkheimer reveal the malaise of Enlightenment narratives of rationality, ethics, truth and the emancipation of the subject. In this text, they reveal the dark side of the Enlightenment and the history of so-called progress as a process “where reason continually collapses into repression.” In my discussion, I examine the concept of repression, tracing its historical roots to the strategic appropriation of Freud by the early Frankfurt School thinkers. In an analysis of the myth of Odysseus, the philosophy of Kantian ethics and the philosophy of de Sade’s boudoir, as well as in the culture industry, I expose the mechanisms of repression that are directed at the body. Drawing a constellation between repression, Utopia and the body, I argue that the Utopian represents precisely the ability to express and not repress suffering, or—to quote Adorno’s famous dictum—“The need to lend a voice to suffering is the condition of all truth.”29

The feminist interlude that follows addresses some concerns that feminists have voiced with the positioning of gender in the Dialectic of Enlightenment. I examine some of the contradictions and tensions between feminism and Adorno’s thought, as well as suggest a possible reading of Adorno that does not erase these tensions, but uses them productively to formulate a critique of the dominant patriarchal ideology.

In Chapter 2, I take the historical event of the so-called “Busenaktion”—where a group of feminist students assault Adorno at the lecture podium by baring their breasts—as a point of departure for discussing Adorno’s radical reconfiguration of the division between theory and praxis. Once again, the body plays a central role here. For Adorno, the historically contingent division of mind and body is the wellspring of the contradictions between intellectual and physical work, which in turn creates the chasm between theory and praxis. Alfred Sohn-Rethel is an important figure in this discussion, and his theory of the significance of the commodity form on epistemology and the division of intellectual and physical work will be examined. In this chapter, I suggest that Adorno’s position is of interest as much for what he misunderstands about the student movement and praxis as for what he does understand. I show how the very essential question about theory and praxis in Adorno’s thought is inextricable from his critical understanding of the body.

In this next feminist interlude, I remember Gretel Karplus Adorno, a brilliant woman who played an integral part in Adorno’s life and thought. I suggest here that it is the intimacy in his relationship with Gretel that helped Adorno to imagine in his philosophical thought a relationship between subject and object that was non-oppressive. The word “collaboration” tends to connote a positive, supportive working together. Yet it is important to remind ourselves that Adorno witnessed other types of historical collaborations, such as the one between Vichy France and Nazi Germany. Collaborations are highly susceptible to power dynamics and can quickly become unbalanced and oppressive. Recently released autobiographical material has revealed Adorno’s adulterous affairs, his penchant for flirtations, and even a racy sado-masochistic relationship. In this interlude, I ask the question: To what extent was Adorno’s own practice consistent with his theories? How is that which is most intimate and erotic also political?

Chapter 3 looks at the “elective affinity” between Adorno and Kafka, for whom the body is a locus of attention. This chapter also functions as an examination of the role of literature in Adorno’s intellectual thought. Even as this is a philosophical book, it is important to look at Adorno’s writings on literature. Not because he was such an insightful or luminous literary theorist; Adorno had a rather narrow-minded focus when it came to literature. He favored Western European literature, ignored Spanish and the major Russian novelists, and avoided anything South American, Asian or African. His avid pro-modernist predilection was shaped in part by his resistance to Socialist realism and reflection theory, which valued these other national literatures. Adorno’s ignorance of and attitude towards this “other” body of literature was partly ideological in nature due to his well-known anti-Communist position against East Germany and the Soviet Union.30 It is important to look at Adorno’s work on literature because it is the place where, freed from the stranglehold of the discipline of philosophy in which he was constantly engaged in a critical enterprise, he carved out an alternative space to offer his reflections and musings.

In this chapter, I argue through my explication of the concept of gesture and social physiognomics that Adorno’s essay is in a mimetic relationship with Walter Benjamin’s essay on Kafka, who provocatively suggests that “the most alienated land is one’s own body.” I place the concept of mimesis within a corporeal framework and discuss how Adorno presents mimesis as a corrective to the processes of identity thinking that prefigures the possibility of reconciliation with nature. Mimesis becomes, to borrow Adorno’s formulation: “the endeavor to recover the bliss of a world that is gone.”31

This next interlude examines one of the most oft-referred to pieces of literature for feminist thinkers of the body, Franz Kafka’s “In the Penal Colony.” Kafka’s graphic tale of corporeal inscription has been utilized by various thinkers, including Judith Butler and Elizabeth Grosz, to legitimize both post-structuralist and psychoanalytical approaches to understanding the body in contemporary society. Drawing on my discussion in the previous chapter, I give my own reading of Kafka’s graphic tale of corporeal suffering in an effort to restore a degree of “materiality” to the body and clarify Adorno’s notion of the “transformed body (der verklärte Leib).”

In Chapter 4, I examine one of Adorno’s final works, Negative Dialectics, and enter into a delicate set of negotiations between Adorno’s philosophy and feminist theory on the body. My goal here is not to add to what Terry Eagleton has pejoratively described as “The Body Shop” of academic work on the body, but to show the relevance of Adorno’s thought to this important discussion. Eagleton notes that in the proliferation of academic work on the body, there is a profound loss of the political significance of the body both in contemporary capitalist society and in the intellectual history of modernity. In my discussion, I address his critique and pose the following questions: What do Adorno’s hyper-intellectual reflections have to do with women’s corporeal experience? I intend not only to insert Adorno into the feminist debate, but also to measure the validity of his thought and applicability of his account of oppression and emancipation for the struggle of women.

Adorno-reception, thus far, has been focused on philosophical, literary and intellectual-historical matters that have either ignored or dismissed the more enigmatic and provocative moments in his writing on the body. My work here intends to not only present a new reading of Adorno, which I believe is fundamental to his thought, but to introduce a new vocabulary for discussing his texts, thereby showing his profound relevance for some of the most important discussions concerning society today.





 

Chapter One

Repressing the Body


Hope clings to the transfigured body.

—Theodor Adorno



 

In a remarkable section of the appended texts to the Dialectic of Enlightenment1, Adorno and Horkheimer reflect on western civilization’s love/hate relationship with the body, which they describe as an intimate affair that has turned the sensuous body into a corpse. The first passage of the section, entitled “The Importance of the Body,” opens with the statement, “Europe has two histories: a well-known, written history and an underground history. The latter consists in the fate of the human instincts and passions which are displaced and distorted by civilization.”2 Adorno and Horkheimer go on to suggest that the sadistic impulses of society result from the repression of the libidinal body; “The compulsive urge to cruelty and destruction springs from the organic displacement of the relationship between the mind and body.”3 Using language that recalls both Nietzsche and Sade, Adorno and Horkheimer suggest that by dismantling the myth of “history as progress,” it is possible to uncover a subterranean history that reveals a darker side of the Enlightenment. This other history, which has been repressed, is one of instincts, desire, pleasure and suffering—in short, a history of the body.

This particular section of Dialectic of Enlightenment—a work that Jürgen Habermas has described as the “blackest, most nihilistic” of Frankfurt School texts—is remarkable because it highlights its author’s insistence on sensual pleasure, corporeal gratification and desire for happiness. There is, granted, an ascetic aura to the Dialectic of Enlightenment, emanating from Adorno and Horkheimer’s aggressive critique of Enlightenment reason and their relentless negation of, and skepticism towards, the existing order. It would be wrong, however, to reify negativity in their thought, which is most often the case in current post-modern appropriations of Adorno and Horkheimer. It is important to keep in mind that negativity—like dialectics—was, according to Adorno, the ontology of “the wrong state of things;” accompanying the negative in Adorno’s dialectical meditations, is always the promise of “the right state of things.”4

This hope in the “promise of happiness” underlies Adorno’s understanding of Utopia, which for him is not a “brave new world” of carefree abandon, instant gratification, and complacent contentment. Adorno makes this clear in an essay on Alduous Huxley, in which he describes how closely a socially engineered system based upon guaranteed happiness and fulfilled needs resembles the “totally administered society” of the modern state. In this essay, Adorno examines how the master raisonneur of Huxley’s world, Mustapha Mond—operating under the same libidinal economy as the rationalized mechanisms of the culture industry—manipulates desires and encourages people to forget suffering. In contrast, Adorno stresses that suffering is the condition of truth. One of the most compelling statements in Adorno’s oeuvre is the opening to Negative Dialectics, in which he writes, “The need to lend a voice to suffering is the condition of all truth.”5 The truth content of Utopia is precisely this ability to give suffering a voice. This imperative to express and not repress suffering is one of the fundamental conditions of Adorno’s philosophy and thought.

In the following chapter, I will examine the linkage between repression, the body and Utopia in Adorno’s thought. I will focus on Adorno’s major work of social theory, the Dialectic of Enlightenment, because it is the work in which the concept of repression is best articulated. In this text, the body emerges as the Utopian site from which Adorno launches his critique of the failures and absences of reified society. It is necessary for my discussion to take a step back and trace one of the more enigmatic intellectual forces that shaped the early Frankfurt School—Freud and the emerging discourse of psycho-analysis. I will therefore begin with an examination of Adorno’s engagement with Freudian theory and his strategic appropriation of Freud’s libidinal understanding of society. This discussion of repression will be useful as a site from which to begin thinking in corporeal terms and for my larger project of describing the centrality of the body in Adorno’s philosophy and thought.

REPRESSION AND MEDIATION

Repression is a crucial word in Adorno’s critical lexicon. It provides an important clue to answering the perplexing question that occupied Adorno for his entire intellectual life: How do individuals become accomplices to their own subjugation? In Adorno’s meditations, repression is the mechanism that allows for the internalization of the external forms of domination and oppression. In other words, repression acts as a form of mediation. Adorno’s insistence on the importance of mediation is a hallmark of his thought. Mediation (Vermittlung) is a difficult concept in his philosophy because it has several different meanings. At times it is used quite simply in the traditional sense to mean that a third term is required to make a connection between two ideas. At other times, the concept of mediation is used to suggest a level of self-refiexivity to the epistemological process, or what Adorno often referred to as “thought thinking thought” or “thought to the second degree.” In other words, a sort of suspicion toward the way human beings perceive the world around us. A third, and more complex, meaning of Vermittlung—the one that is most relevant for the concept of repression—must be understood in relation to the concept of reification.

Adorno first encountered the notion of reification in Georg Lukács’ The Theory of the Novel, which he read and studied early in his intellectual life. Lukacs wrote this work in 1914–15 during a period when he was more concerned by aesthetic concerns (Kierkegaard, Dilthey and Hegelian idealism) than political revolution (Marx). Unlike his later masterwork History and Class Consciousness, which interprets history as the irresistible objective movement of proletarian consciousness—a premise that Adorno vehemently opposed—the focus of The Theory of the Novel is on the relationship between form and history, namely the idea that literary form is not an abstract, atemporal principal, but is itself an objective content and a reflection of historical conditions. It is in this work that Lukacs first uses the concept of reification to describe the negative influence of concrete historical conditions on works of art; only later, in History and Class Consciousness, does Lukacs develop and extend his understanding of reification to include human beings. Though Adorno’s relationship with Lukacs soured later on with the infamous debates concerning aesthetics and politics,6 he consistently expressed the seminal importance of Lukacs’ concept of reification to the development of his thought.

Although it is not possible to give a complete account of Lukacs here, I will briefly outline some of the significant elements of his arguments in regards to reification in order to show how repression functions as a form of mediation. Lukacs begins his explication of reification by showing how one ideology manifests itself in various ways in different strata of social life by establishing correspondences between the “economic forms of society” and its “cultural forms” and “forms of expression.” This approach towards understanding ideology and its various manifestations became a standard methodology for examining politics, literature and philosophy for many of the Frankfurt School thinkers, namely Leo Lowenthal, Walter Benjamin, Max Horkheimer and Adorno. In his discussion, Lukacs uses the concept of reification to describe the structural process whereby the commodity form permeates life in capitalist society in other words, when exchange value replaces use-value. Drawing on Marx’s description of this process in terms of the commodity, whereby the social character of human labor is transformed from a relation between people to a relation between the products of that labor, Lukács demonstrates how the “organic” relationship between producer and product has been usurped and the human being has been made into an object of consumption. The relation between human beings is no longer based on qualitative values, but merely quantitative, commercial exchange. In the process, human beings are transformed from sentient beings into commodities, things and reified objects. The commodity form transforms the immediate relation between human beings into, to borrow a phrase from Marx, “the fantastic form of a relation between things.”7 The most insidious effect of reification is the inability of human beings to recognize their own exploitation. In the midst of such alienating reification, the existing state of affairs takes on a “ghostly objectivity.” Lukács explains the effects as follows:


For that very reason the reified mind has come to regard [this situation] as the true representatives of his societal existence. The commodity character of the commodity, the abstract, quantitative mode of calculability shows itself here in its purest form: the reified mind necessarily sees it as a form in which its own authentic immediacy becomes manifest and— as reified consciousness—does not even attempt to transcend it.8



Lukács concludes that it is therefore important to move beyond “false immediacy” and the reflection of immediate reality, which is merely the illusory reflection of a reified condition.

Adorno extends Lukács’ understanding of reification and mediation to his critique of philosophy in his work on Edmund Husserl, Against Epistemology- a Metacritique: Studies in Husserl and the Phenomenological Antinomies. Adorno began this work while he was studying in London, and intended to become promoviert with it. He started by trying to reconcile Husserl’s phenomenological project with his own endeavor to construct a dialectical materialism, and it is obvious in the study that Adorno is sympathetic to Husserl, particularly his attention to the sensuous nature of the lived-body and to his key insight that the relationship between the body and things is not identical to that between physical things.9 Ultimately, however, Adorno’s insistence on mediation propelled a critique and rejection of Husserl, and he left the work unfinished until 1956.

Though Husserl’s project starts as a struggle against idealism—a sentiment with which Adorno agreed entirely—Adorno denounced it in the end because it develops into a search for a prima philosophia, or a first principle from which philosophy may proceed. This misguided search for an origin, or arche, to thought dominates western philosophy beginning with Descartes. According to Adorno, all forms of idealism stem from this search, which assigns primacy to an original principle, whether it is located in the epistemic subject or primordial Being.10 Adorno draws attention to the traces of idealism in Husserl’s efforts by demonstrating the “ghostliness of all phenomenological concretion.”11 In other words, he points out the spurious nature of Husserl’s phenomenological project, which seeks to reveal “the order of the objects themselves” apart from “the schema of order imposed on objects by human consciousness.”12 Adorno argues that Husserl fails to reflect critically on his own epistemological method because he accords objects of his method the status of unmediated phenomena.

Adorno mobilizes two arguments against the notion of such an origin. For one, he suggests that “the first and immediate is always, as a concept, mediated and thus not the first,”13 by which he means that it is impossible to separate thought from a constructed philosophy. We must think “mortal and not immortal thoughts”—anything we take to be original is always already derivative and secondary. We cannot step out of our epistemological skins. Adorno’s second argument against an original principle develops from a Marxist understanding of history, and his commitment to a “historico-philosophical analysis” (geschichtsphilosophischen Analyse) of the surrounding world and our selves. In Adorno’s methodology, every principle that is elevated above appearances is inescapably historical. The “original principle” is in fact generated from on-going philosophical debates (which are historical) and are in turn generated by the social conflicts surrounding them (which are also historical).

Virtually all the problems Adorno finds with Husserl’s project stem from the philosophical weight that Adorno accords to mediation. From Lukács’ understanding of reification and his critique of Husserl, Adorno begins to formulate a critique of the end of human sensuousness, vitality and authentic experience and the inability of human beings to understand their own domination. It is at this point that I will turn to Adorno’s interest in Freud, who develops a concept of repression that mediates the psyche and somatic and explains the process by which socio-historical institutions and practices become sedimented and rigidified into our psychic structures.

FREUD AND THE FRANKFURT SCHOOL

When Horkheimer was asked by Leo Lowenthal to describe the significance of Freud for the Institute of Social Research, he responded as follows: “We really are deeply indebted to Freud and his first collaborators. His thought is one of the Bildungsmächte without which our own philosophy would not be what it is.”14 The Frankfurt School’s intrepid attempts to treat Freud on par with canonical German thinkers such as Kant, Hegel, and Nietzsche were unprecedented. It is difficult today to appreciate the audacity of the Frankfurt School’s reception of Freud and their efforts to introduce psychoanalysis into neo Marxist Critical Theory in the 1920’s and early 1930’s, and therefore meaningful to sketch out some of the historical circumstances that shaped the tenuous relationship between Freud and Marxist thinkers of this period.

During this time, Freud’s controversial (and, as popular reception at the time held, contradictory) thought had been all but replaced by the new orthodoxy and transparency of Pavlovian behaviorism. Stalin, who was an enthusiastic supporter of Pavlov, gave Pavlov his own research institute in 1930. As a result, it is not difficult to unearth traces of Pavlov’s influence on Marxist thinkers of this period—most notable in Germany. Bertolt Brecht’s depiction of human nature and his central notion of “re-functioning” (Umfunktionierung)—especially in a work such as Man Equals Man—owes much to the revolutionary notion that human beings can be reconstructed and retrained to think and perform as easily as it is to make a dog salivate when the proper stimulus is provided. In contrast, Freud’s pessimism about the possibilities for social change, most apparent in texts such as Civilization and its Discontents, was considered incompatible with revolutionary hopes. These factors, which helped lead to Freud’s demise in other Marxist circles, seemed to be tailor-made for the thinkers at the Institute of Social Research. As we shall see, Horkheimer and Adorno preserve and recognize the antinomies of Freud’s thought as a form of dialectical reason. Most importantly, it was Freud’s resistance to a harmonious reconciliation of social contradictions that Adorno and Horkheimer found attractive.

It is beyond the scope of my work here to elaborate on the particular intellectual challenges of melding Marxism with psychoanalysis, a topic that has already generated a copious amount of material.15 Therefore, I will focus on examining the strategic positioning of Freud within the Frankfurt School and the development of critical theory, with a particular attention to the theoretical engagement of Adorno’s philosophy with Freud’s understanding of society.

There was by no means a consensus to the evaluation and use of Freud in the work of the different members of the Institute. In fact, the relationships between the Institute’s various members, in particular their revealing struggles over doctrine, can be defined by their different approaches toward Freud. Erich Fromm, Wilhelm Reich, and eventually even Marcuse, who are the thinkers most usually associated with negotiating Freud with critical theory, were marginalized by Horkheimer and Adorno because of their differing interpretations of and approaches toward Freud and the practice of psychoanalysis.16 So important was the issue in defining an intact critical theory that thinkers such as Franz Neumann and Friedrich Pollack played continually diminished roles because they refused to comment on Freud and psychoanalysis in their own work.17

Horkheimer was the most assertive advocate of psychoanalysis, and it was his article (discussed below) that eventually established the “orthodox” approach to Freud within the Institute. Horkheimer was instrumental in establishing the Frankfurt Psychoanalytic Institute, which brought analysis closer to the Institute for Social Research in more ways than one. Housed in the same building as the Frankfurt School on the Viktoria-Allee, the Frankfurt Psychoanalytic Institute boasted the analysts Paul Federn, Hans Sachs, Siegfried Bernfeld, and Anna Freud, who often gave lectures in the same classrooms as Horkheimer, Lowenthal and the others. Freud was so grateful that he wrote two letters to Horkheimer thanking him for his support.

Adorno himself found Freud early in his intellectual development— even before Marx. During his years in Vienna studying with Alban Berg, Adorno became indirectly acquainted with the discourse of psychoanalysis within the circles of Freud’s disciples, many of whom were associated with the Schoenberg circle of musicians.18 Psychology was one of Adorno’s secondary fields of study, and his Habilitationsschrift was a project that related psychoanalysis to the transcendental phenomenology of Cornelius. In this work, it is apparent that Adorno is drawn to the Freudian and phenomenological attention to lived experience and the perception of the sensual world.

It is possible to reconstruct, through an examination of the early essays and articles concerning psychoanalysis in the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung (ZfS), an intriguing narrative about the early Frankfurt School’s fascination with Freud. The distinct manner in which the journal was constructed reveals something about the conspicuous position that Freud and psychoanalysis were accorded. In the first few issues, there is always at least one article that addresses the question of the integration of Freud and Marx. The articles reflect the attempt to understand modern society in both ideological and psychological terms, and express a concern of the Institute about the potential limits of Marxist theory when considering subjective experience and individual psychology. The articles attempt to articulate and formulate a “social psychology” that meaningfully explains social phenomena and at the same time reflects critically on its own methods.

A large part of the journal was dedicated to lengthy book reviews, which can be read as a barometer of the Frankfurt School’s interests and engagements. The reviews were divided into the following four disciplines: Philosophie, Allgemeine Soziologie, Psychologie, and Geschichte (History). This structure was indicative of the Institute’s approach to interdisciplinary work, something that was quite revolutionary in intellectual circles at the time. Although the Journal was committed to research that drew from different fields of knowledge, they believed that each discipline adhered to its own particular logic. This fundamental insight concerning the discrete logical coherence of a discipline’s methodology and content informed the Institute’s distinctive mode of criticism—immanent critique—which confronts each subject-matter with its own logic, using the strength of its own arguments against its own conclusions. Even as it was important to understand the logic of each individual discipline, it was also important to not view them as entirely distinct and separate entities.

In one essay Adorno cautions: “But although art and science became separate in the course of history, the opposition between them should not be hypostasized. Aversion to an anachronistic conflation of the two does not render a compartmentalized culture sacrosanct.”19 (This understanding of the nature of disciplines will be a major factor in the so-called Positivismusstreit during the 1960’s, in which Adorno, one of the participants, accuses Karl Popper of enslaving philosophy to the logic of science).20 During the early period of the Institute, Adorno was particularly disdainful of a trend popularized by Reich and Bernfeld (among others) that he characterized as the attempt to “psychologize sociology and philosophy.” Most of Adorno’s writing for the ZfS during this early period appears in book reviews in the psychology section. The reviews were thinly veiled attempts to explicate the radical difference between a social psychology that defines psychological categories as products of socio-economic factors and one that utilizes psychoanalytic categories to explain social occurrences. The early reception and encounter with the discourse of psychology in the ZfS anticipates Adorno’s troubled relationship to psychology, which is characterized on the one hand by his appropriation of the insights that psychology has to offer, and on the other hand by his denunciation of what he considered the ahistorical, conformist agenda of psychoanalysis.

In the first issue of the ZfS, there is a lengthy review by Franz Borkenau of Fromm’s book, The Development of the Dogma of Christ.21 Fromm’s work traces the basic change in Christian Dogma from an Adoptionist idea of man becoming God to the Homoousian notion of God becoming man, and describes this development in terms of social change. Borkenau describes Fromm’s work as the “first integration of Freud and Marx.”22 The positive reception of Fromm’s early work gave him the opportunity to publish frequently in the beginning years of the ZfS. Fromm formulated and articulated the Institute’s concerns and plans for a social psychology.

Included in the first issue of the ZfS is an article by Fromm on the goals and parameters of a social psychology.23 In it, Fromm suggests supplementing what he considers the weakest part in the Marxist framework—namely, a lack of a developed anthropology of human nature—with Freudian theories. Writing in response to thinkers such as Bertrand Russell and Henrik de Man, who accused Marx of attributing to human beings a “simplistic psychology of acquisitiveness,” Fromm argues that economic self-interest is not the basis of Marx’s view of human beings, but rather represented by Marx as a product of specific social conditions. At the same time, Fromm is also attempting to challenge Marxist thinkers such as Karl Kautsky and Eduard Bernstein, who rely on a naïve, idealistic belief in inborn moral instincts.24 According to Fromm, it is crucial to provide a more substantial understanding of materialism’s notion of human nature in order to understand human behavior. Fromm suggests that the role of social psychology is to analyze the ways in which socio-economic conditions affect basic psychic drives.

Fromm makes it clear in his article that it is Freud’s libido theory or instinct theory, rather than his theory of the unconscious, that animates his own thinking.25 An intriguing discussion, developing from the consideration of Freudian instinct theory, concerns the differences between Freud’s psychoanalytical theory of desire and Marx’s anthropological theory of need. The standard understanding is that need implies an object that is capable of satisfying the need, whereas desire, as its own object, can remain in some sense unsatisfied. In his second article for the ZfS, Fromm draws a distinction between erotic and self-preservation drives, arguing that the erotic can be displaced, sublimated and satisfied in fantasy, whereas hunger and thirst cannot. Using this as a premise, Fromm sketches out his understanding of “character typology,” something which he had been working on as part of the Institute’s inaugural project on authority. Fromm suggests that there are three character types: oral, anal, and genital. Of these three types, he preferred the genital character, which he associated with independence, freedom, and friendliness.26 These character types are formed by basic libidinal structures in the individual. In other words, if one was subjected to excessively repressive sexual mores, one might develop a pre-genital character type. Fromm also focused on the relationship between capitalism and anality, suggesting that bourgeois rationality, possessiveness, and Puritanism correspond with anal repression and orderliness.

Adorno’s interest in Freud during the early years of the ZfS also revolves around libido theory and the question of personality. His more dialectical approach to Freud generates tension with Fromm’s thinking, which is already visible in Adorno’s first book review for the ZfS, where he criticizes Erich Rothacker’s Die Schichten der Persönlichkeit because it accepts Fromm’s formulation of character types.27 Fromm had a somewhat paradoxical analysis of character, instinct, and social change, believing that the instinctual structures of human beings were produced by the conditions of existence. However, he also argued that the prevailing conditions of existence would continue indefinitely precisely because they are so deeply embedded within instinctual structures. Adorno believed that Fromm’s three character types were too narrow and fixed. Furthermore, he felt that Fromm was betraying what he considered the necessary tension between the biological and historical nature of human existence in Freud’s thought. Adorno’s disagreement on the interpretation of Freud foreshadows the impending break with Fromm that would occur in the early 1940’s, and distinguishes the Institute’s developing approach towards Freud. Adorno contentiously adhered to the letter of Freud rather than the spirit of psychoanalysis, which he considered a “tool of conformism.” Adorno’s quip that “in psychoanalysis nothing is true except the exaggerations”28 encapsulates his peculiar approach toward Freud, which consisted of an uncommon fidelity to Freud’s texts in the face of revisionists, while at the same time maintaining a deep mistrust of the actual practice of Freudian theory. Adorno passionately maintained that the practice of therapy attempts to focus on the individual while forgetting that “the world is deeply ailing.”29 He was one of the few members of the Institute who did not undergo analysis. Horkheimer, on the other hand, relied on psychoanalysis for various conditions, including his inability to lecture without a prepared script, which was successfully solved by Karl Landauer.30 In his personal life and public writing, Adorno maintained that psychoanalysis was in the industry of acculturation. Adorno argued “psychoanalysis intends to liberate only those instinctual forces which are harmless to civilization and to improve control over harmful ones.”31 Psychoanalysis was implicated in the process of furthering civilization at the expense of sensual human existence. It is important to emphasize that Adorno found psychological categories useful insofar as they reflect the close formative relation between historical conditions and the human psyche and instinctual structure. Adorno rejected, however, the reliance on psychological categories to explain historical phenomena. The narrative arrow only points in one direction. For Adorno, repression, internalization, sadism, and other psychological maladies uncovered by Freud are all coherent reactions to the inherent contradictions of a capitalist society. Understanding these disorders, however, provides a unique insight into the ills of society rather than the afflictions of any one individual.

One example of this approach towards psychology can be found in an essay that Adorno composed directly after the end of the war entitled, “Freudian Theory and the Pattern of Fascist Propaganda.” During this period, there was an overwhelming desire to use Freud in order to attribute the rise of Fascism to mass psychology. In his article, Adorno forcefully argues that it was not psychological dispositions that caused Fascism. While it was true, Adorno argued, that the success of fascism was its ability to define a psychological area, which could then be exploited, psychology did not express itself directly. For example, Adorno suggests that in fascism, the archaic id impulses of the people, which cannot be controlled by the weakness of the ego, are exploited by the leaders, in what he describes as “the appropriation of mass psychology by the oppressors.”32 In this case, fascist behavior does not simply express instinctually rooted aggression, but is mediated by a dominant social movement. In this way, psychology becomes a way of opposing mass resistance through the process of obscuring the rationality of the masses.33

By 1935, Fromm had given up his focus on Freudian instinct theory and turned his attention towards the practice of psychoanalysis, and the relationship between therapist and patient. Beginning to work on theories of the unconscious and the methodology of therapy, Fromm separated from orthodox Freudianism and offered two thinkers—Georg Groddeck, and Sandor Ferenczi—as a more egalitarian alternative to Freud. Although Adorno agreed with Fromm’s initial attention to Freud’s instinct theory and Fromm’s attempts to formulate a social psychology, his interest and efforts were directed precisely towards the ways in which the repressed and denied erotic desires have expressed themselves in the libidinal structures of society, and how the repressed assumes the nightmarish form of a Fascist reality.

A crucial moment in the Institute’s evaluation of Freud occurred with the publication of Max Horkheimer’s 1936 ZfS article entitled “Egoism and the Movement towards Freedom: Towards an Anthropology of the Civil Age” (“Egoismus und Freiheitsbewegung: Zur Anthropologie des bürgerlichen Zeitalters”). Horkheimer’s often-overlooked work is an effort to historicize the development of repression and explain the corresponding emergence of sadistic impulses with the rise of the bourgeoisie. The article can also be read as a definitive turning point in the evaluation of Freud for the Frankfurt School. Fromm, for example, would write only one more article for the journal after this moment. Becoming increasingly estranged from both Freud and the Institute, he was soon to leave it altogether. Adorno, on the other hand, repeatedly returned to cite Horkheimer’s article in his own work, and it is obvious that he was deeply impressed with this essay; fundamental ideas about repression in Adorno’s thought, in the Dialectic of Enlightenment and in his later works, are prefigured here.

In the essay, Horkheimer foregrounds the contradiction between instinctual human nature and the demands of society. Tracing the historical development of the bourgeois subject/ego within the logic of a capitalist market economy, Horkheimer argues that the gradual emancipation of the bourgeois subject from external constraints occurs simultaneously with the development of internal constraints and psychic forms of repression that stunt the development of a healthy ego. This observation becomes, for both Horkheimer and Adorno, a central conviction of their work, and forms one of the major theses of Dialectic of Enlightenment. This is, of course, also one of Freud’s great insights, which he thematizes in his work Civilization and its Discontents. Freud maintains that cultural and economic progress is based upon the ability of people to live together in a harmonious and productive way, which is predicated on the ability to control instinctual desires and drives. “It is impossible to overlook,” Freud writes, “the extent to which civilization is built upon a renunciation of instinct, how much it presupposes precisely the non-satisfaction of powerful instincts.”34 This expression of the incommensurable opposition between human desires and instincts and the historical society that demands their repression for survival is, according to Adorno and Horkheimer, Freud’s great accomplishment.

Horkheimer, however, takes Freud’s idea in a new direction by insisting that this situation developed from a contradiction within the logic of capitalism. Social and economic forces compel people to withdraw and to become egoistic and hostile in order to compete effectively in the emerging market, while at the same time fostering bourgeois social goals such as sociability, love and accord. Horkheimer explains:


The more purely civil society comes to dominate, the more it creates itself without reservation, the more indifferently and hostilely it separates out humanity into individuals, families, economic groups, nations, classes, the more the originary, progressive principle of free competition, of aggravating economic and social differences, and the nature of the continuing state of war from within and without triumphs. All that are pulled into this world uphold their egoistic exclusion, out of the darkest parts of their nature, in order to keep themselves in this hard reality.35



Horkheimer persuasively argues that these contradictory social forces create an environment that necessitates the repression of instincts, which in turn arrests ego development at the primordial level of sadism. Horkheimer argues that sadism, which is evocative of Nietzsche’s explication of ressentiment, can thus be interpreted as the unsublimated expressive form of repressed instincts. This interpretation of sadism becomes a fundamental psychosocial concept for understanding Nazism in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, and in Adorno’s later discussions of Wagner and jazz.

Horkheimer’s discussion of Sadism is directed towards the revisionists who claimed that it was competitiveness that was the source of social disorder. Adornos infamous claim—“In the age of the concentration camp, castration is more characteristic of social reality than competitiveness”36—encapsulates the notion that the threat of bodily violence, rather than competition, is the law according to which the middle class operates.

It is evident that a Freudian conceptual apparatus is crucial to Horkheimer’s understanding and analysis of the psychic mechanisms by which hatred and cruelty are generated. However, according to Freud, sadism is treated as a “psycho-pathology” or “perversion,” and considered to be a deviation from bourgeois norms of sexuality; whereas, according to Horkheimer, sadism emerges from, and is inherent to, bourgeois society, fostered by its internal contradictions. Horkheimer’s analysis rejects Freud’s a- historical account of ego development in favor of considering the historical development of social structures. Freud locates the source of repression and the emergence of sadistic impulses at such a primordial level that social categories are no longer meaningful, while Horkheimer’s narrative locates repression within the specific social phenomenon of the development of the bourgeoisie in the modern economic era. “In the modern era, the hierarchy of economic dominance comes into being through the apparent independence of the economic subject, it is philosophically covered up through the idealistic concept that man has absolute freedom, and it is internalized through the repression of the possibility of expressing desire.” 37 There is, of course, repression before the bourgeois era, but the particular combination of social and economic forces that Horkheimer discusses makes repression into a powerful determinant of the bourgeois subject.

When considering the influence of Freud on Horkheimer and the Frankfurt School in general, it is helpful to recall one of Horkheimer’s standards of evaluation. “The greater the work,” Horkheimer suggests, “the more it is rooted in the concrete historical situation.”38 Freud’s work became so important to the Frankfurt School more for what it says about the ‘historical situation’ and the pessimistic conditions of existence than for the actual content of his argument. For Horkheimer and Adorno, Freud’s attraction was that he considered honestly the incommensurable opposition between instinct and society’s needs.

MARCUSE’S OWN “DIALECTIC OF ENLIGHTENMENT”

Marcuse is the thinker usually associated with negotiating Freudian theory and the Frankfurt School. Marcuse’s Eros and Civilization opens with the words, “According to Freud, the history of man is the history of his repression.”39 This text is Marcuse’s main theoretical work, and can be considered his own dialectic of Enlightenment. Marcuse wrote the book in response to the neo-Freudians, whom he felt were headed in the wrong direction by concentrating on the conscious and the cultural, ignoring the unconscious and the biological.

The book must also be read as a confrontation with Adorno, insofar as there was intense disagreement and jealousy between the two during this period concerning the funding of Marcuse’s research.40 In the following discussion, I will show how Marcuse’s project, while based on similar premises, differs from the more dialectical approach of Adorno and Horkheimer.

Though he works within a Freudian framework and with a Freudian vocabulary, Marcuse intends in Eros and Civilization to refute Freud’s claim that civilization is inconceivable without repression and to show that a society based on a positive concept of enlightenment and free from repression is possible. Marcuse does this by denying Freud’s basic premise that the historical reality of scarcity necessitates repression on both a biological and a socio-historical level and by arguing that scarcity itself is a socio-historical result based on organization in a class society. Marcuse coins the term “basic repression,” which consists of “modifications of the instincts necessary for the perpetuation of the human race in civilization,” and “surplus repression,” which as the name connotes is unnecessary for civilization, as well as being a product of an oppressive society. Surplus repression, created in capitalist work relations and within the patriarchal bourgeois family, weakens erotic components of instinctual energy and strengthens destructive tendencies. Marcuse focuses on the potential of the erotic as a defense against the destructive.


Strengthened defense against aggression is necessary, but in order to be effective the defense against enlarged aggression would have to strengthen the sex instincts, for only a strong Eros can effectively ‘bind’ the destructive instincts. And this is precisely what the developed civilization is incapable of doing because it depends for its very existence on extended and intensified regimentation and control.41



Marcuse examines the possibilities for an “eroticization of labor” in which work becomes the creative and productive self-externalization of polymorphous erotic individuals. This “polymorphous perversity” allows for a direct expression of one aspect of sexuality in order to bolster the pathological defenses against others.

Marcuse’s reading is, of course, much more complex than I can afford to detail in the limited time and space that I have.42 It is only relevant here to establish the major points of contrast between Marcuse on one hand and Adorno and Horkheimer on the other, which are located in how one or the other envisions the Utopian. The following quote is a good example of how they reach radically different conclusions, even as they start from similar premises. For example, in the following quotation Marcuse describes the antagonism between libidinal desires and their repression:


The fact that the reality principle has to be re-established continually in the development of man indicates that its triumph over the pleasure principle is never complete and never secure … What civilization masters and represses—the claim of the pleasure principle—continues to exist in civilization itself. The unconscious retains the objectives of the defeated pleasure principle … The return of the repressed makes up the tabooed and subterranean history of civilization … And the past continues to claim the future: it generates the wish that the paradise be re-created on the basis of the achievements of civilization.43



The allure of Marcuse lies in his unshakable faith in the immediate possibility of emancipation. Marcuse believed that the “new society” was inherent within the existing society and could be found by tapping into unconscious, repressed libidinal energy. The above quote is laced with Marcuse’s optimism and his belief in the immediate possibility of a non-repressive civilization. According to Marcuse, instincts, being produced by specific historical conditions, must also be subject to historical modification. For Adorno and Horkheimer, however, the dialectic between biology and human instincts on the one hand and society and history on the other was much more complex and bound by various mediating factors. There is the sense that they wanted to preserve the tension between the two and that resolving the contradiction, as Marcuse attempts to do, is not entirely desirable. Adorno and Horkheimer are not occupied with the realization of Utopia, but instead they focus on the epistemological basis of the hope and vision of Utopia, which provides them with the ammunition for the critique of material conditions.

Another important difference between Marcuse’s “dialectic of Enlightenment” and that of Adorno and Horkheimer is the profound difference in time and place in which each is writing. Marcuse wrote his work during the economically booming fifties and in anticipation of the radical values of the 1960’s counterculture. Adorno and Horkheimer wrote their work as a bleak response to the forces of totalitarianism that were marching across the globe. Marcuse chose to stay in the United States after the war and immersed himself in the emerging counter-culture, surrounded by rising social consciousness and revolutionary sentiment, while Adorno and Horkheimer wrote the Dialectic of Enlightenment during a period of apathetic attitudes and complacent acceptance of fascist doctrine. They were compelled to construct a theory of repression commensurate with the crisis presented by fascism, Stalinism, and the Holocaust. This historical context also helps to explain the way that they go about explaining the logic of domination. For Marcuse, repression is virtually synonymous with sexual repression or the domination of the pleasure principle. This leads him to an exploration of the libidinous workings of the unconscious and the potential of perverse sexuality as one possible “way out.”44 For Adorno and Horkheimer, repression functions in a much larger and distorted manner, affecting not only the human potential for sexual expression but subjective experience in general, including forms of epistemology, philosophy, history, and reason itself.

THE DIALECTIC OF ENLIGHTENMENT: “WHERE REASON CONTINUALLY COLLAPSES INTO REPRESSION”

In order to further examine how repression functions in Adornos thought and to explore its relationship to the body, I will turn to Adorno and Horkheimer’s fundamental work of social theory, Dialectic of Enlightenment. Adorno co-authored this work with Max Horkheimer, living in exile in the artificial heart of the culture industry—Los Angeles.45 Adorno and Horkheimer had moved to the United States to wait out the end of the war, resultantly, this work is as much a response to rampant consumerism in the United States as the rise of National Socialism in Germany. These twin phenomena, which they present in their work as the logical culminations of the dialectic of Enlightenment, share the same quixotic manifestation of dominance in which the oppressed are willing participants in their oppression. By addressing both historical situations, Horkheimer and Adorno were able to articulate a complex social theory of power based upon the concept of mediation, in which repression plays a critical role.

In the Dialectic of Enlightenment, repression is characterized by both its historical and mythical trans-historical nature. This contradiction is sustained throughout the text and creates a lingering tension that is never completely resolved. The first Excursus in the Dialectic of Enlightenment is a discussion of Enlightenment thinking, the repression of instincts, and the birth of civilization in the myth of Odysseus. Adorno and Horkheimer present the Homeric narrative as a model of the “pathogenesis of the western rationalist tradition where reason continually collapses into repression.” In their reading of Odysseus’ adventures, Adorno and Horkheimer examine the ways in which reason becomes an instrument of self-preservation, which is a trademark of Enlightenment thinking. Each of the adventures upon which Odysseus embarks is interpreted as a temptation that threatens to remove Odysseus from his logical course. “The adventures of Odysseus are all dangerous temptations removing the self from its logical course.”46 Each of the solutions that Odysseus cunningly derives in order to preserve his self is at the same time a baleful example of the repression of the self and renunciation. Odysseus, the prototypical bourgeois subject, illustrates the incommensurate nature of the relationship between instinct, desire and pleasure with conscious self-preservation.

This is made apparent in the paradigmatic passage concerning Odysseus and his encounter with the Sirens. The sirens sing so alluringly that no one who hears their song can escape. Through the “cunning of reason” Odysseus is able to devise a plan to elude the Sirens, but only at the cost of forcibly restraining his instinctual desires, thereby committing violence to his own inner nature. “He listens, but while bound impotently to the mast; the greater the temptation, the more he has his bonds tightened—just as later the burghers would deny themselves happiness all the more doggedly as it drew closer to them with the growth of their own power.”47 Hegel’s cunning of reason is reinterpreted here as the paradox of self-preservation. “Artifice is the means by which the adventuring self loses itself to preserve itself.”48 That which is to be preserved is precisely that which is sacrificed.

Conversely, it is precisely the ability to lose oneself that threatens civilization. At one point Adorno writes: “The dread of losing the self and of abrogating together with the self the barrier between oneself and other life, the fear of death and destruction, is intimately associated with a promise of happiness which threatened civilization in every moment.”49 To indulge in one’s senses and to experience sensual pleasure has always been accompanied with the notion of being overcome and “losing oneself.” This potent observation occurs in the discussion of Odysseus’ encounter with Circe. Circe, the goddess whose name denotes enchantment, tempts Odysseus and the men to give themselves up to instinct. She represents then, the antithetic force to what Max Weber described as the process of disenchantment (Entzauberung), which attempts to free all processes and events from tradition and sentiment in order to make them comprehensible. Circe attempts to seduce Odysseus, for which he will pay the price of his reason, his will, and his fidelity to Penelope; in sum, his bourgeois self. Like the lotus-eaters, she condemns them to a life of idyll and pleasure. She seduces the men, and uses her magic wand to turn them into swine. “Magic disintegrates the individual, who once again succumbs to it and is thus made to revert to an older biological species. “50

Pigs or swine are what we name those who indulge in pleasure. Circe is the enchantress who recalls the magical, mythical dialectic of Enlightenment. For Odysseus’ men, their repressed nature is liberated when they obey Circe’s command. What is freed is myth itself. “The repression of instinct that makes them individuals—selves—and separates them from the animals, was the introversion of repression in the hopelessly closed cycle of nature, to which—as an older theory has it—the name Circe alludes.”51 Circe recalls the cycle of nature, returning the men to an earlier state, snuffling and grunting. Circe is such an “enchanting” figure because she is able to reverse the processes of rationalization. At the same time, Adorno and Horkheimer make it plain that this is not only undesirable, but something that is regressive and also intrinsically bound to myth. Enlightenment thinking, which is presented as the movement of rationalization and a process of disenchantment (Entzauberung), can be understood here primarily as a form of instinctual repression. The pernicious effects of which, on both the epistemological and social dimensions, are described in Adorno and Horkheimer’s discussion of Kant and Sade.

KANT AND THE MARQUIS DE SADE: STRANGE BEDFELLOWS

In the chapter entitled, “Juliette, or Enlightenment and Morality,” Adorno and Horkheimer compare and contrast Immanuel Kant and the Marquis de Sade. At first glance, these two might appear to be strange bedfellows, but on closer examination, Adorno and Horkheimer proceed to show the similarities between the “architectonic structure of the Kantian system” and the “gymnastic pyramids of Sade’s orgies.” Kant, the philosopher of the Enlightenment, and Sade, the philosopher of the boudoir, appear to be opposites, but Adorno and Horkheimer expose them as contradictions that emerge from the same cultural forces that hyper-intellectualize the rational self and repress the desiring subject. They adeptly argue that Kantian Sittlichkeit (ethical life) and Sadeian Sinnlichkeit (sensuality) are two sides of the same coin.52

Repression in Kant and Sade emerges from identity thinking. Identity thinking (identifizierendes Denken) can be briefly explained as an instance of epistemology in which the distinction between knower and known is collapsed by reducing the object to the subject’s concept of it. Although Adorno had not yet coined the term, his critique of the violent transformation of difference into identity can already be found in one of his earliest philosophical essays “Subjekt/Objekt,” where he rejects the “fanatical intolerance” of the philosophical concept (Begriff).

In this article, Adorno argues that when the subject—operating as the a priori locus of thought—is confronted with the contingency of the object, it is perceived as a threat to the self-mastery of the subject. The subject’s intolerance of contradiction and negativity is translated into the epistemological attempt to understand and grasp (begreifen) the object through the familiarity of conceptual thought. In this refusal to recognize non-identity, the subject transforms the particularity of the object into the abstract, pathologically repeating the universal. The particular becomes subsumed under the universal, the concrete under the abstract, and the object in the subject. Identity thinking is in this way a form of narcissistic reflection.

Adorno is re-formulating a well-known discussion that Hegel has in the Phenomenology of Spirit concerning universals, particulars, and the movement of negativity. Hegel argues that it is the dialectical meeting of the particular with the universal that allows the particular to come into being. According to Hegel, the movement of spirit is precisely a process of Aufhebung—the moment where the particular is simultaneously negated, preserved, and lifted up into the universal. Adorno criticizes the Hegelian system for obliterating uniqueness and individuality, and subsuming them under some abstract universal concept. Hegel develops this notion from his insight into the logic of negativity, which Adorno will later cannibalize and develop into his philosophy of negative dialectics. Hegel explains:


The disparity which exists in consciousness between the “I” [the subject] and the substance which is its object is the distinction between them, the negative in general. This can be regarded as the defect of both, though it is their soul, or that which moves them. That is why some of the ancients conceived the void as the principle of motion, for they rightly saw the moving principle as the negative …53



Hegel thus rejects the idea that subject and object are immediate identities. Identity is produced through differential relations. This forms the basis of Adorno’s notion of negative dialectics, his attempt to retain the possibility of epistemology and philosophy. It is a hope that Adorno never relinquishes, even in light of his critique of Hegel. According to Adorno, Hegel betrays his own insight, by ultimately affirming the resolution of negativity into absolute identity. He maintains his conviction that “criticizing epistemology also means … retaining it.”54 The authenticity of thought depends on the moment when thought, by thinking itself, contemplates the dissolution of the concept in the “recalcitrance of the object.” Adorno insists on the necessary distinction between concept and object.

Although Adorno’s critique of identity thinking is epistemologically oriented, it is derived from the Marxist analysis of exchange value. In the first chapter of Das Kapital, Marx explains that in the capitalist mode of production, use value, the practical value or utility of a commodity for a consumer, will always be dominated by its exchange value, the value it can command on the market place, the price for which it can be bought or sold. The exchange relationship (Tauschverhältnis) between different commodities is a logic of equivalence. This is the logic of capitalism that makes everything exchangeable and denies difference and particularity. Fredric Jameson has thoroughly explored this relationship in his meditations on Adorno, dialectical thought, and late Marxism. Jameson convincingly situates Adorno’s theory of nonidentity within a Marxist tradition by linking “notions of difference and heterogeneity, otherness, the qualitative, the radically new, the corporeal,” to “what is called, in Marxian terminology, use value.”55 Jameson shows how Adorno is able to generalize the Marxist concept of exchange into a larger philosophical critique of identity.

Although it is uncharacteristic of any of the Frankfurt School thinkers to name—or represent in any way—the Utopian, there are scattered moments in which Adorno indulges in the subjunctive and utters the phrase, “Utopie wäre. …” These utterances provide a fleeting glimpse into the “emancipated society” that Adorno cannot and will not name in his unwavering determinate negation of the existing order. At one point, Adorno writes: “Utopie wäre die opferlose Nichtidentitat des Subjekts.”56 This reference to the possibility of “non-identity” is the hope for a relationship between subject and object in which the subject’s desire is not repressed, and the object’s alterity is not dominated. 57

Kant was the first philosopher whom Adorno encountered, and the thinker whom Adorno regards as the embodiment of philosophy—or at least everything that is pathological about it. According to Adorno, philosophers are “peddlers of the identity hypothesis,” and Kant is the worst offender. In Adorno’s critique of Kant, the compulsion to self-identity occurs in both formal and substantive matters. First of all, Adorno rejects the formal structure of Kant’s arguments, otherwise known as the Kantian architectonic because it is a closed philosophical system. According to Adorno, the monolithic nature of Kant’s rigorous systematic mode of argumentation is oppressive because it represses individual, or unique, moments in the service of totality. Systems adhere to identity thinking because they are, by definition, artifices that compel and coerce moments of difference to conform to their internal logic. For Adorno, this formal structure of Kantian philosophy works in tandem with his philosophical tenets, which repress sensuality, desire, pleasure and human instincts.

The epigraph of Adorno’s “Against Epistemology” is a quotation from Epicharmus, fragment 20, that reads: “A mortal must think mortal and not immortal thoughts.” This pronouncement is directed against the hubris of Kant’s construction of the transcendental subject. In the Kantian system, thought is structured by subjective forms and categories in such a way that the external world and otherness disappear. Immortal thoughts are formed through the attempt by the subject to constitute the object in its own image. Adorno characterizes his own philosophy as one which gives “Kant’s Copernican revolution an axial turn” because he shifts the emphasis from the knowing subject, which Kant places in the center of the processes of knowledge, to the object.

The form of Kantian philosophy is carried over into content, and Adorno maintains that the content of the moral law liquidates the desiring self and makes it identical to the moral self. Adorno claims that, “All the concepts whereby the Critique of Practical Reason proposes, in honor of freedom, to fill the chasm between the Imperative and mankind—law, constraint, respect, duty—all of these are repressive.”58 The moral imperative is not derivable from physical or sensual nature, but rather a repression of feelings, sensations and inclinations. In the Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno takes issue with the particular formal nature of the moral law, which forcefully reshapes the desiring subject into the moral subject. Adorno criticizes the pathology of identity thinking that identifies morality with the self-sameness of the “I.” As it is oft quoted, Kant’s categorical imperative states, “Act in such a way that the maxim of your actions can always also be a universal law.” Adorno writes about this imperative, “This form presupposes the internalization of repression as much as the full development of the ego as the solid, identically maintained authority which Kant absolutizes as the necessary premise of morality.”59

Like a model sadist, Kant requires that the individual submit itself to the law. For Kant, freedom is not considered in terms of the negative, as freedom from “determination from alien causes” (heteronomy), but rather freedom is construed as autonomy, which paradoxically consists in the subject granting itself its own law. Nietzsche summed up his evaluation of Kant’s moral law by alleging, “the categorical imperative smells of cruelty.”60 The moral law is founded on a subject that is required to crush and ignore all passions and desires. In this way, both Kant and Sade can be understood as fundamentally apathetic. The Sadeian hero, who “reduces sexuality to a mechanical, planned procedure deprived of the last vestiges of spontaneous pleasure or sentimentality”61 and Kant, who preached “the only proper ethical attitude that of apathy, of doing one’s duty only for the sake of duty.”62 Drucilla Cornell has concisely summed up Adorno’s contrasting philosophy: “The focus is less on doing what is right in accordance with one’s duty than on the development of an attitude of tenderness toward otherness and gentleness toward oneself as a sensual creature.”63 Cultivating the sensual side of ones self means not repressing the emotions, feelings and desires of the body. In order to fully understand what this “sensual creature” might look like, Adorno and Horkheimer turn to an analysis of Sade, a historical counterpart of Kant, who in contrast to Kant sought to fulfill all passions and desires.

Adorno and Horkheimer insist that Sade is much more than a sexual pervert, and in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, Sade’s ‘sex crimes’ are not represented as a form of perversion, but as subversion: a form of regression that results from a mixture of pleasure and destructive drives. Not as Eros and Thanatos, but as “intellectual pleasure in regression—amor intellectualis diaboli, the pleasure of attacking civilization with its own weapons.”64 Like Nietzsche, who had practiced a similar form of critique of bourgeois society, Sade makes the objective scientific principle, with which the bourgeoisie was so enamored, into one of destruction. He anticipates the extremes of human behavior and exposes the hypocrisy of bourgeois morals. Sade shows us that reason is quite compatible and comfortable with every cruelty and viciousness imaginable.

Sade reveals the contradiction between bourgeois ideals and the destructive impulses, which are a result of historical repression. He was not only a philosopher of the bedroom, but a social critic. “Pleasure, so to speak, is nature’s vengeance. In pleasure, men disavow thought and escape civilization.”65 Sade’s Juliette, written in 1792, is a different kind of prostitute than one finds in earlier literature. She is not a victim, but a businesswoman and philosopher who ridicules the bourgeois world. Like the fool of court literature, she is both a social critic and a complacent observer. Ridiculing her clients, including noblemen and clergy, she tells them what they want to hear. Juliette is a poor girl who works her way up to appareilleuse—a procuress and arranger of pleasure.

The problem with Sade is that pleasure is not joined with tenderness, but with cruelty. In Sade’s works, the indulgence of repressed desires takes the form of cruelty and destructiveness. People are divided into master and slave and domination is the rule. Sade creates a “pornutopia” in which people are free to indulge their fantasies of domination. Adorno makes a distinction between sexual pleasure that evolves from love, spontaneity and community on one hand, and sexual pleasure that is simply a commodity and available for “conspicuous consumption” by isolated individuals on the other. The only kind of pleasure that one finds in Sade are forms of self-absorbed pleasure. Adorno’s reading concurs with Gilles Deleuze’s insight into pleasure in Sade. Deleuze contends that sexual pleasure in Sadism requires the denial of the other’s agency and identity. The Sadeian fantasy sets up a scenario in which we see “a torturer seizing upon a victim and enjoying her all the more because she is unconsenting and unpersuaded.”66 Sade depicts compulsive repetition of acts of erotic violence by an individual as a means of negating the reality of the other and affirming the absolute sovereignty of the self.67

One of the most insightful reflections on the relationship between Sade and Kant can be found in Jaques Lacan’s “Kant with Sade.” Written without prior knowledge of Adorno and Horkheimer’s work, it nonetheless reaches some startlingly similar conclusions. Lacan’s focus is on mapping Kant’s stringent ethical rigor onto the sadism of the law; in other words, to reveal that “the Kantian Law is a superego agency that sadistically enjoys the subject’s deadlock, his inability to meet its inexorable demands, like the proverbial teacher who tortures pupils with impossible tasks and secretly savors their failings.”68

Rather than purging all pathological enjoyment from ethical formulations, Lacan suggests that Kant’s ethical system reflects and displaces it on the imperative force of the formal maxims. Lacan argues that Kant’s formulation of the moral law is founded on the exclusion of every possible element of personal sentiment, or inclination of self interest, which Kant refers to as “Pathological” contents. The categorical imperative, formulated as an insistent “You must!” produces, by reason of the fact that it sets itself up against all of our inclinations, a feeling that one could reasonably call pain. Lacan determines from this that the submission to the “You must!” results in pathological pain, which implies a corresponding pathological surplus of sadistic enjoyment on the side of moral law. Ultimately, Lacan wants to illustrate that “following one’s desire” can be understood in the same ways as the Kantian formulation of “doing one’s duty.” For Lacan, “Sade as the truth of Kant” is most clearly evinced in the executioner who terrorizes and tortures the victim, for it is here that “Sade most honestly externalizes the Voice of Conscience.”69 For Lacan, desire itself can no longer be grounded in “pathological” interest and as such meets the criteria of the Kantian ethical act.

The degree of similarity between Lacan’s reading and that of Adorno and Horkheimer is quite remarkable. The place to locate their difference, however, is in their radically different motivations. While Lacan is invested in proving that one thinker is the “truth” of the other in order to “rationalize” desire, Adorno and Horkheimer are only interested in revealing how both thinkers are entangled in the dialectics of Enlightenment that represses pleasure and desire. Their reading does not indicate the “truth” of one or the other, but rather reveals how both Kant and Sade are implicated in the “false.”

When one reads Sade, it is with the eager anticipation and breathless hopefulness for something titillating and erotic, but what one is confronted with instead is a disappointing array of scientific processes of reasoning and categorical descriptions of the sexual act. In Sade’s works, each sexual maneuver is an intellectual exercise, carefully orchestrated and elaborately pre-con-ceived, which in the end denies individuality and spontaneity. In Sade’s novels, there are no “crimes of passion.” Sade once wrote that all the philosophical characters in his novels are villains to the core. They commit rationalized acts that are as ill-intentioned as they are well thought out.

True to Adorno’s rigorous commitment to dialectical thinking, however, there is not a wholesale rejection of either Kant or Sade. Implicit to their thought is a glimmering moment of the Utopian. Adorno explains: “The fact that Sade … insist[s] on the ratio more decisively even than logical positivism, implicitly liberates from its hiding-place the Utopia contained in the Kantian notion of reason as in every great philosophy: the Utopia of a humanity which, itself no longer distorted, has no further need to distort.”70 This is Roland Barthes’ insight in his work on Sade, Fourier and Loyola. Barthes reads Sade as Utopian because of the integration of the fantastic and mundane in his work. Barthes writes: “The Sadeian Utopia … is measured far less against theoretical statements than against the organization of daily life, for the mark of Utopia is the everyday; or even: everything everyday is Utopian; the Sadeian city is based not solely on ‘pleasures,’ but also on needs.”71

THE CULTURE INDUSTRY: A CONSUMING DESIRE FOR PLEASURE

Adorno and Horkheimer’s analysis turns next to a discussion of the culture industry. In its Hollywood factories, the ultimate illusion is produced: the notion that pleasure and happiness is ready-made, ready for consumption, and discounted—in every sense of the word. Adorno and Horkheimer’s evaluation of consumer culture has been ridiculed and denunciated in contemporary discussions as insufficient and overly simplistic. These critics, at times more justified than not, berate Adorno for his spurious assessment of jazz and his mandarin attitude towards “low brow” cultural artifacts.72 Some criticism of Adorno and Horkheimer’s thesis of total manipulation has emerged from persuasive readings of mass culture. Thinkers associated with the Birmingham School complicate the debates between high art and mass culture by looking at forms of audience resistance to the dominating and homogenizing impulses of the culture industry. Stuart Hall, for example, complicates the understanding of the dark forces of mass culture by introducing three possible responses of an audience: dominant, negotiated, and oppositional. A dominant reception of a product of mass culture (a film, say) merely accepts the film’s message at face value without questioning it; the negotiated response partially disputes some aspect of the film, while generally accepting its overall message; finally, the oppositional response rejects the entire message of the film, and the system in which it is situated.73

While it is true that Adorno and Horkheimer tend to oversimplify the reception of the products of mass culture, Andreas Huyseen, one critic of the divide between modernist art and mass culture, has insightfully suggested that Adorno and Horkheimer’s contribution to the mass culture debate is that it “ripped to shreds that mystifying veil cast over the culture industry by those who sell it as ‘mere entertainment,’ or even worse, as a genuinely popular culture.”74 Even more importantly, Huyssen argues that the apparently unyielding separation between mass culture and modernism in Adornos thought “is to be understood not as a normative proposition but rather as a reflection of a series of historical experiences and theoretical assumptions which are open to debate.”75 Adorno and Horkheimer’s thesis of total manipulation can not be fully accounted for without referring back to the mechanism of repression, Adorno’s engagement with Freud and his understanding of Utopia. My discussion here will return to the basic premise with which I opened this chapter; that the Dialectic of Enlightenment is profoundly concerned with the body and pleasure. I will therefore examine Adorno and Horkheimer’s discussion of the processes and production of repression in the culture industry and the concept of pleasure in their critique.

The most simple way of reading the section on the culture industry is to understand Adorno’s analysis as an application of Marx’s discussion of commodity fetishism in order to explain how cultural forms (such as popular music, television, and film) manage to secure the continuing economic, political, and ideological domination of capital. Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism is derived from the logic of the exchange relationship. Earlier, I described the processes by which exchange promotes abstraction and represses difference and particularity. In the culture industry, the domination of exchange creates a world of commodities that is defined and realized through the medium of money—the ultimate abstraction. Adorno astutely writes about the culture industry: “the real secret of success … is the mere reflection of what one pays in the market for the product. The consumer is really worshipping the money that he himself has paid for the ticket to the Toscanini concert.”76 Whether it is Toscanini or The Three Tenors, “exchange value exerts its power in a special way in the realm of cultural goods.” The “definite social relation between human beings” (in this case, between the concert goer to the musicians and the music) “assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a relation between things” (the concert goer’s money to the price of the ticket). The experience of the music is replaced by its price, which disguises itself as the object of enjoyment. This standard reading does not, however, begin to approach the depth of Adorno and Horkheimer’s analysis, which can only be understood through the concept of repression.

The more provocative and meaningful point that Adorno and Horkheimer make concerns the repressive forms of false pleasure that are produced by the culture industry in order to make sure that people do not become “aware of their lives of meaningless toil.” The physical, laboring body—the body that experiences pain, suffering, and all that is negative—is repressed rather than given expression in the culture industry. Engaged in the production of mesmeric products that make alienated work bearable, the culture industry functions as an opiate. Escaping to the movie theater after work, workers are confronted by images, which are not forms of escapism, but rather images that further suture the workers into a repressive way of being. Adorno explains:


The culture industry does not sublimate; it represses. By repeatedly exposing the objects of desire, breasts in a clinging sweater or the naked torso of the athletic hero, it only stimulates the unsublimated forepleasure which habitual deprivation has long since reduced to a masochistic semblance.77



This form of representation, which is at once both “prudish” and “pornographic” reveals the grim truth about the movies we line up to pay and see. It is here that Adorno has a most brilliant insight: “Products of the culture industry are not a stimulus at all, but a model for reactions to non-existent stimuli.”78 It is not only the products that are inauthentic and degraded, but also—and more importantly—our experience of them. The culture industry effectively destroys the sensuous nature of existence and our ability to experience it sensually. Aesthetics is transformed by the culture industry into a form of an-aesthetics. Our sensations deadened, we are content with the “bedazzling” array of non-stimulating products.79 The ability of the culture industry to anaesthetize our “sense and sensibilities” becomes, for Adorno, most troublesome.


Pleasure always means not thinking about anything, forgetting suffering even where it is shown. Helplessness is its foundation. It is in fact flight; but not, as is often said, flight from a wretched reality, but on the contrary flight from any last thought of resistance.80



With this passage, Adorno touches upon one of the most important paradoxes of his thought, and the key to his understanding of non-repressive experience. As I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, Adorno’s understanding of Utopia is intimately bound with the notion of suffering, and the “reality-principle.” Pleasure, as experienced in the culture industry, has become associated with forgetting suffering, which deleteriously becomes “the contrary flight from any last thought of resistance.” According to Adorno, it is pain that is the very truth of pleasure. “In the culture industry, jovial renunciation takes the place of the pain that lies at the heart of ecstasy and asceticism alike.”81 Emancipation, therefore, is imagined as the freedom to experience suffering, which is the wellspring of resistance.

In this context, mass culture functions as a placebo that relieves any real social anxieties through the repression of all that is negative and the false promise of social harmony. We are left with an imaginary Utopia based on the repression of instincts. Adorno was known to be an avid movie-goer while he was in California. There is an infamous Adorno quip that his student Alexander Kluge paraphrases: “I love to go to the movies: the only thing that bothers me is the image on the screen.”82 It is not that there is no pleasure that can be derived from mass cultural products.83 What bothers Adorno is the manner in which mass culture operates—under the pretense of fulfillment. By offering a magic resolution to the problems of society and promising to fulfill any desire, mass culture offers up a saccharine candy-coated “Utopia” that insidiously prevents the Utopian instinct that Adorno and Horkheimer would elicit—a Utopia that functions as the standpoint from which to critique the material conditions of oppression. This standpoint can only emerge from suffering, anxiety, discomfort and distress; in other words, everything that is negative—the body. In the Dialectic of Enlightenment, the culture industry is understood as yet one another example, along with Kantian Sittlichkeit and Sadist Sinnlichkeit of hostility towards the body. Symptoms of a repressive order that wrest human existence away from the sentient nature of lived experience, they are trapped in the contradictory logic of Enlightenment.

The quote that opens this chapter alludes to the importance of the body for Adorno and to his understanding of Utopia, but also to the quixotic notion of a “transformed body (der verklärte Leib).” Adorno is conscious of the dangers of reifying the material body, and at the end of the section entitled “Importance of the Body,” he disassociates himself with other kinds of “interest in the body.” “Those who extolled the body above all else, the gymnasts and scouts, always had the closest affinity with killing, just as the lovers of nature are close to the hunter.”84 Adorno goes on to insist that he does not want to look at the body with the gaze of “a coffin maker.” The body that Adorno elicits in his writing is not the body turned into corpse by the history of repression, but a transformed body. The following chapter will attempt to come closer to a description of this body—a body transformed through the practice of critical theory.





 

Feminist Interlude I

Avoiding the Sirens: Women in the Dialectic of Enlightenment

Feminists have voiced an uneasiness and dissatisfaction with the positioning of women and gender in Adorno and Horkheimer’s analysis of the dialectic of Enlightenment. The critique of Adorno and Horkheimer revolves around the aestheticization of femininity, the stereotypical association of women with nature and the analysis of the bourgeois subject, which appears to be an exclusive narrative of male subjectivity. In this interlude, I will tease out a few strands of this criticism. In doing so, the failures of Adorno’s philosophy will become more obvious, which underscores the value and importance of approaching Adorno’s philosophy dialectically. What I mean by this is to acknowledge that Adorno’s philosophy, itself, is a philosophy of a broken period and necessarily contains contradictions and tensions. It is, however, precisely within the interstices of these moments that Adorno’s thought yields the most valuable insights into the subject of women’s oppression, and opens up a space to begin thinking about liberation.

In her groundbreaking work, Women, Nature, and Psyche, Patricia Mills presents an immanent critique of Adorno and Horkheimer’s explication of the dialectic between self-preservation, the domination of nature, and the entanglement of myth and Enlightenment. Mills argues that while there is a resonance between certain feminist concerns and Adorno and Horkheimer’s analysis of the story of Odysseus, both thinkers tend to deny women subjectivity and tend to reproduce sexist stereotypes in their analysis. Even as Adorno and Horkheimer offer a critique of a patriarchal myth of the bourgeois male, who uses cunning and deceit in his drive for self-preservation, entrepreneurial control over his workers, and power over his wife and other women, their analysis also does this from a male point of view and through the privileging of male experience. Drawing on Hegel’s analysis of the process of recognition in the development of individual subjectivity Mills writes:


The re-appropriation of the myth of Odysseus by Horkheimer and Adorno is concerned primarily with male recognition; female desire is discussed only insofar as it is seen as promiscuous heterosexual desire and represents the domination of nature. It distorts an understanding of women’s desire and her role in the process of recognition on this account.1



In Adorno and Horkheimer’s dialectic of Enlightenment, Mills contends, women are merely threats or handmaidens to male subjectivity. This can be seen most blatantly in Odysseus’ encounter with the sirens. “The female voice of the siren is linked with the song of the sensuous world of nature, the lure of the pleasure principle.”2 The oppressive identification of women with nature reduces women to the role of temptress, or an all-engulfing womb-like threat to male identity and power.3 Mills’ argument has been influential and other scholars have built upon her identification of the bias in Adorno and Horkheimer’s work towards the masculine subject.

Jessica Benjamin offers another variation of this critique. Drawing from the field of psychoanalysis, two of her early essays make the case that Adorno’s philosophy places too much critical weight on the individual subject and neglects to reflect on collective psychology.4 Focusing primarily on Adorno’s work in his study on authority and the family, Benjamin argues that his theory of the decay of the ego implies a discernible nostalgia for a strong bourgeois ego, which is the basis, she argues, of patriarchy.5 Benjamin correctly notes that Adorno does not value the collective. This is because he does not see the diminished possibility of autonomy in an oppressive administered society, such as ours, ameliorated in any sense by the homogeneity of a collective, but it is also because he so values difference, and surrendering to the collective is yet another example of how we become accomplices to our own oppression. This is one of the fundamental points of disagreement between Adorno and Walter Benjamin. Their longstanding debate and discussions about the loss of the “aura” that surrounds individual artworks crystallized around their different appraisals of the revolutionary potential of a collective consciousness that is produced and fostered by film in the age of mechanical production.

Tania Modleski has perceived a more nefarious dimension to Adorno and Horkheimer’s rejection of the collective psyche in the analysis of the culture industry. Modleski argues that the repressed feminine returns in their thought in the ubiquitous form of the “engulfing and regressing lures”6 of modern mass culture and consumer society. She examines the structure of Adorno and Horkheimer’s arguments and insists that they tend to “feminize” mass culture. Modleski suggests that the social hierarchy of men over women is replicated in discussions about high culture, art and mass culture by engendering the concepts with feminine and masculine characteristics. Mass culture is attributed with cultural qualities which have traditionally been equated with the feminine, such as “consumption,” “passivity,” and “sentiment,” whereas high art is described in terms of masculine categories such as production, activity and intellect. Furthermore, Modleski goes on to insightfully assert that this association extends beyond metaphors and that women have actually been held responsible for mass culture and its harmful effects, whereas men are responsible for art and high culture. Modleski rightly asserts: “Our ways of thinking and feeling about mass culture are so intricately bound up with notions of the feminine that the need for a feminist critique becomes obvious at every level of the debate.”7

Adorno and Horkheimer cannot, of course, be held solely responsible for investing the high/mass culture division with conceptions of masculinity and femininity. Andreas Huyssen has persuasively shown that the roots of this “divide” can be located in the late nineteenth century, where male artists and intellectuals sought to distance themselves from the rapidly expanding mass reading public, that was symbolically typified as “feminine” through its association with consumption and emotionalism as opposed to production and thought.8 Huyssen persuasively suggests, in his seminal essay “Mass Culture as Woman: Modernism’s Other,” that modernism itself is preoccupied with what he describes as a “Great Masculine Renunciation,” which is a reaction to the threat of mass culture in its typical feminine conceptualization.

Much of this criticism is persuasive. Adorno and Horkheimer do not adequately reflect on the problematic association of women and otherness and they never present a detailed description of how it is utilized as a means to exclude women from economic and social parity. A working concept of gender is not evident in Adorno and Horkheimer’s intellectual landscape, and this represents a certain theoretical limitation to their thought. Gender is a word with a multitude of meanings, and its own complex history, without even a German equivalent. Geschlecht, the closest translation, does not really encompass the fullness of associations or the paradoxical problems between “biological determinism” and “social constructionism” that the concept of gender carries with it in contemporary feminist discourse.9 It is important to note that the word did not even exist in the English language and gain its common currency until Robert Stoller coined it in his influential study on “deviant sexual behavior” and study of transsexuals in the mid-1960’s.10 I will draw in this interlude on Joan Scott’s notion of gender, which she describes as “a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes … a primary way of signifying relationships of power.”11 I understand gender in this context as a critical challenge to the pretense of objectively construed difference between men and women, and more importantly, as a dominant epistemological category that reflects a primary form of oppression in society. However, the “absence” of women in Adorno and Horkheimer’s work does not simply implicate them in the advancement of the dominant patriarchal ideology. In fact, in a typical dialectical fashion, the negative presence of women in their work can be read as a particularly powerful form of feminist critique.

Andrew Hewitt’s provocative article, “A Feminist Dialectic of Enlightenment? Horkheimer and Adorno Revisited,” provides a response to the previous critiques and a theoretical point of departure for my own understanding of the potential of Adorno and Horkheimer’s arguments. The curious nature of Hewitt’s analysis, as critics have noted, is that it is both poison and cure. Hewitt concedes that women are mostly absent from Adorno and Horkheimer’s “masculine philosophical discourse.” However, this is not an accident or oversight, but rather a necessary philosophical and political move. “Convinced that the repressed can be liberated only as the repressed,” Hewitt argues, “Horkheimer and Adorno had great difficulties in creating from the ‘repressed’ a potential subject position not defined purely in terms of its objectification by the dominant discourse.”12 Hewitt claims that Adorno and Horkheimer are aware of the subordinate position of women, and are engaged in a self-reflexive philosophical struggle concerning the representation of this subordination. If this seems rather far-fetched, Hewitt goes on to argue something even more remarkable:


… I would suggest that women are included in this work—somewhat paradoxically—precisely by their exclusion. Women are instrumentalized as the representatives of the possibility of exclusion understood as an escape from the all-inclusive system of power. In other words, the initial—and damning—exclusion of women from the philosophical project is reworked as a potential exemption from the totality both of power as ontologized domination and of reason as a system of closure.”13



In other words, Adorno and Horkheimer did not include women because they did not want to objectify them within the totalizing system of their masculine discourse. Hewitt continues by arguing: “What is often seen as a nostalgia for patriarchy in Horkheimer and Adorno, is—in a sense—nostalgia for a system of domination in which injustice can be experienced—and resisted—as such. It is the category of experience itself, which is to be retained in and through ‘the feminine’: and experience means pain.”14

Hewitt’s argument is persuasive. Women are not simply excluded from Adorno and Horkheimer’ arguments, but they are absented from the dominant discourse as an attempt to preserve a marginality that can be recovered as a Utopian position. Marginality is understood, in this context, as a kind of negativity that has evaded, in as much as it is possible, the powerful homogenizing impetus of identity. Eva Geulen has noted the ambiguous nature of this claim and voices her concern with Adorno and Horkheimer’s close association of the feminine, the Utopian, and nature. Even as she acknowledges Adorno’s philosophy includes a rigorous critique of any sort of essentialism, due to his insistence on mediation by the social whole, there is another more nefarious tendency at work. “The other more problematic side becomes evident in his tendency to associate the Utopian moment of nameless bliss with the feminine-as-nature. This gesture always threatens to reaffirm a specific mode of aestheticizing femininity via its hypostazisation as exotic otherness that constitutes one of the dominant gender ideologies of bourgeois culture.”15 Although Geulen is justifiably suspect of any privileging of one perspective over another within the confines of an oppressive dominant ideology, even in the context of resistance, I find Hewitt’s argument persuasive. Feminist critics as diverse as Simone de Beauvoir, Kristeva, Sandra Harding, and bell hooks, to name just a few, have argued that the exclusion of women from the realms of discourse, political, economic, and other social spheres has placed women in a privileged, albeit precarious position to critique and perhaps even subvert the status quo. The missing part of Hewitt’s reading is how Adorno and Horkheimer activate the idea of the collective, in this case, the category of “woman” but only in order to dissolve it. Because of Adorno’s reservations about the collective, he does not linger long at the moment of exclusion and privilege. His philosophy is an attempt, through an immanent critique, to use dialectics to move the category of women as it has been constructed. He summarizes it nicely this way: “Dialectic is not a third standpoint but rather the attempt, by means of an immanent critique to develop philosophical standpoints beyond themselves and beyond the despotism of a thinking based on standpoints.”16 Adorno’s thinking and vocabulary here are remarkably, although not surprisingly, similar to that of feminist “standpoint theory,” which emerged in the 1970’s and 1980’s as a way of describing and articulating the possibility for an “oppositional consciousness” in respect to the production of knowledge and the practices of power. Interestingly, standpoint theory is, in the most fundamental way, a re-staging of György Lukács’ acknowledgement of the special epistemological perspective of a particular group or class of people as described in his important work, History and Class Consciousness. Fredric Jameson has wisely reminded us in an essay that draws comparisons between Lukács’ work and standpoint theory that privileged positions of marginality are part of an “unfinished project” and even as it is productive to acknowledge that there are multiple “views from below,”17 these are not an end point or a desirable solution but part of the movement towards something better.

I will conclude by looking at one provocative example of a dialectical standpoint in Adorno and Horkheimer’s work that incessantly appears in the margins of their discourse. This is the figure of the courtesan/prostitute. Adorno borrows from Benjamin’s repertoire of prostitutes scattered throughout both the The Arcades Project and his work on Baudelaire, where the figure of the prostitute (Dirne) and whore (Hure) represent the connection between eroticism and knowledge.18 In the global pessimism of the Dialectic of Enlightenment, the prostitute represents the promesse de bonheur. In one truly provocative instance, Adorno has a brothel keeper utter these words: “There is only one way to be happy in this world: to do everything to make others as happy as possible.”19 This utterance of supreme humanity and humility from a prostitute encapsulates Adorno’s dialectical understanding of the possibility for happiness. The figure of the prostitute, who suffers the most under society’s sexual taboos and sexual oppression, preserves traces of sensual pleasure in a reified society that denies sensual experience, while at the same time literally embodying the contradictions of a commodity culture. Yet another example appears in the Dialectic of Enlightenment in both the figure of de Sade’s Juliette and Circe in the Odyssey, who are courtesans unafraid to experience the libidinal pleasures that are denied to them by the dominant order. I am not arguing here that the prostitute is a positive ideal for women. I do want to suggest, however, that there is a complex libidinal economy embodied by the practice of prostitution that is artfully represented in such a dialectical figure in Adorno’s work.

Unlike other commodities in which sensual nature is masked in a phantasmagoric nature, the prostitute reveals the process of exchange of sensuality. As the “world’s oldest profession,” the prostitute both preserves and subverts the form of exchange. She embodies the strange combination of being both seller and commodity. In addition, the prostitute exposes the contradictions embodied in the institution of marriage.

Prostitute and wife are the complements of female alienation in the patriarchal world: prostitute and wife are the complements of female alienation in the patriarchal world-order: the wife denotes pleasure in the fixed order of life and property, whereas the prostitute takes what the wife’s right of possession leaves free—and as the wife’s secret collaborator subjects it again to the order of possession, she sells pleasure.20

In the above quote, Adorno and Horkheimer describe how prostitute and wife have become the mirror image of one another, together reflecting the contradictions of patriarchy.

I do believe that the category of “woman” for Adorno is a complicated site of contradictory and negotiated meanings, of potential resistance as well as exploitation and subjection. His work contains, therefore, much more than a critique of Enlightenment thinking and the ways that men have come to constitute themselves and establish dominance over both nature and women, but also a source of some key insights into the cultural production of femininity.





 

Chapter Two

Interrogating Philosophy: The Bared Breasts Incident


The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it.

—Karl Marx, Theses on Feuerbach

 

Thought itself is already a sign of resistance, the effort to keep oneself from being deceived any longer.

—Max Horkheimer, Traditional and Critical Theory



A common misconception about Adorno is that he died of a heart attack from the shock of the “bared breasts incident,” otherwise referred to as “der Busenaktion.” In the spring of 1969 at the University of Frankfurt, leftist students were ardently fighting for long-overdue university reform, and attempting to ignite a dialogue about the Nazi past in a German society that had been lulled into complacency during the immediate post-war years. They were particularly disenchanted with the Frankfurt School thinkers and criticized them for failing to produce a viable response to fascism and to the emerging monopoly of capitalism. One afternoon, as Adorno delivered the first lecture to his class Introduction to Dialectical Thinking, a student rushed to the blackboard and wrote: “Whomever allows beloved Adorno to do what he pleases will remain under the spell of capitalism forever.”1 Adorno, clearly angered by the disruption, issued the ultimatum: “I’ll give you five minutes time. You decide if my lecture will take place or not.”2 A commotion broke out in the seminar room and three leather jacket clad feminists from the SDS (league of German Socialist Students) barged up to the podium, surrounded Adorno and bared their breasts to him, lavishing him with rose and tulip petals and erotic caresses. They also distributed flyers that contained the statement: “Adorno as an institution is dead.”3

The women were frustrated with what they considered Adorno’s mandarin approach toward the current political situation. They were disgruntled with the lack of support for their spontaneous demonstrations, and tired of seeing their political and revolutionary goals subordinated to the intellectual demands of theory by the “fathers of the movement”—of whom Adorno was the patriarch.

Although the effect of this bizarre event has been greatly overstated,4 it touches upon the issues I will discuss in this chapter: the relation of theory and praxis to the body in Adorno’s philosophy. These students represented a part of the emerging criticism of the Frankfurt School—a group that viewed thinkers such as Adorno and Horkheimer as having replaced the working class and its economic struggles with the power of critical thought as the primary agent of social history. Dissident intellectuals replaced the proletariat, and theory replaced praxis. Adorno further infuriated many activists in the German New Left when he criticized the “illusory character of the student’s form of praxis,” in an interview with Die Süddeutsche Zeitung a few days later. Adorno naively asks, “I postulated a theoretical model for thought. How could I suspect that people want to realize it with Molotov cocktails?”5 His statement further stressed the growing fracture between critical theory and revolutionary action.

That these students believed baring their breasts to be the most appropriate action for demonstrating their discontent is revealing, because it exposes a series of classical dualistic oppositions at work in their critique: mind/body, theory/praxis, reason/passion, and masculine/feminine. The students’ actions were meant to humiliate Adorno—not just as a thinker, but as a male thinker, and an icon of the institution that critical theory had come to represent. Baring their breasts was a direct challenge to his masculinity, aimed at exposing the impotence of theory. In this act, their bodies became the transcendental signifier of everything on the right side of the restrictive binaries listed above.

Adorno’s inability to directly confront the corporeal specificity of this situation is also revealing. The immediacy, materiality, and sensuality of the bodies forced him—speechless, ashamed and flustered—to sheepishly leave the lecture hall. The body that Adorno champions in his theoretical prose is not the same as the unruly bodies of the female students. I will use this historical event as a point of departure for an examination of the profound importance of the body in Adorno’s philosophy. My discussion will focus primarily on Adorno’s most self-reflexive work, the quixotic book of aphorisms Minima Moralia.

Adorno notes in the foreword to the book that he is writing “from the standpoint of subjective experience,” and it is painfully obvious how his damaged experience of living in America shapes the somatic quality of his writing. “Every intellectual in emigration,” he writes in one poignant moment, “is, without exception, damaged, and does well to acknowledge it of himself… He lives in an environment that must remain incomprehensible to him … he is always astray.”6 This mutilation is experienced in the body, as both a lack of voice due to the expropriation of language, and as a form of disembodiment because of the physical displacement. Adorno refashions the pain of his experience by employing corporeal metaphors in order to viscerally critique the discipline of philosophy that bifurcates mind and body. In my discussion, I will show how he recasts this dogged yet ever-tenacious dualism as a constellation of contradictions that illuminates the body in a new and insightful way. Adorno’s nuanced analysis exposes the rupture of mind and body as a nested set of problems that includes the division of mental and physical labor, the tension between theory and praxis and the oppressive relationship between subject and object.

I will also look at Adorno’s short essay, “Marginalia on Theory and Praxis,” which he also wrote under great duress, but after he had returned to Germany and was compelled to respond to the student revolts at the end of the 1960’s. Both texts were written during tumultuous periods when the effectiveness and usefulness of theory was being questioned in the face of social upheaval and unrest.7 In this short essay, I am particularly interested in the contradictions between Adorno’s evocation of the body in theory and his description of the actual body as an agent of political change. Instead of trying to resolve these moments of tension, I will argue that it is precisely within this dialectic of the body that Adorno’s philosophy is most illuminating. This essay also touches upon a critical question informed by Adorno’s approach to the body: “Can dialectical theory be useful and relevant to feminists if it cannot be committed to a transformative social change at the level of action?”

I am particularly interested in the contradictions between Adorno’s evocation of the body in theory and his description of the practice of the body as an agent of political change. Instead of trying to resolve these moments of tension, I will argue that it is precisely within the dialectic of the body that some of the most pressing problems of feminist thought—hovering around questions about the body—can be reconciled, if not resolved.

It would be impossible to understand Adorno’s critique of philosophy, particularly his take on the division of labor, without mentioning Alfred Sohn-Rethel’s classic manuscript Intellectual and Manual Labour: a critique of epistemology. Sohn-Rethel’s work was written during a lengthy epistolary exchange with Adorno while both thinkers were in exile.8 Both Adorno (in England at the time), and Benjamin (in Paris), were corresponding with Sohn-Rethel about the best ways to formulate a new dialectical materialism that could move beyond the traditional two camps of philosophy: idealism (represented chiefly by Hegel), which projects the totality of reality into the world of spirit and mind, and old or traditional materialism (Hobbes or Diderot), which reduces all intellectual abstractions to forms of sensuousness, i.e., to sensation and affectivity.9 Adorno was working on his Husserl project at this time, and as I discussed earlier in Chapter One, much of his research was focused on the potential of phenomenology to resolve this problem.10 The letters exchanged between Adorno and Sohn-Rethel document the profound intellectual influence that both thinkers had on one another. Through the letters, it becomes clear that Adorno’s uncanny ability to generalize Marx’s critique of commodity to philosophical and other psychosocial terms grew out of his intellectual dialogue with Sohn-Rethel during this period.

Sohn-Rethel accounts for the historical emergence of abstract thought by analyzing of the division of intellectual and manual labor. Drawing on Marx’s fundamental insight—“it is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but on the contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness”—Sohn-Rethel applies this tenet to the task of dismanding the idea of the transcendental subject, or what he describes as the “uncovering of the transcendental subject in the commodity form” (die Entdeckung des Transzendentalsubjekts in der Warenform.) By undermining the prevalent and pervasive Kantian notion that there are a priori forms of thought that emerge antecedently to and independently of material experience, Sohn-Rethel labels Kant the “classical manifestation of the bourgeois fetishism of intellectual labor.”11 In the Kantian system, the physical and sensorial qualities of the body are devalued in favor of a disembodied cogito. Objects are accordingly abstracted from their material, sensual nature. They exist outside the realm of sense perception.

Kant’s epistemology, which is grounded in a priori considerations and nonsensuous “perception,” is the philosophical equivalent to the commodity form. Sohn-Rethel recognized this and labeled Kant the “Adam Smith of epistemology” accordingly. Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations was published in 1776, just five years before Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, and although Kant was probably not familiar with Smith’s work, their efforts conspicuously conform to similar principles. As I discussed in Chapter One, the commodity form lacks material form, because of its constitution through the processes of exchange. As Marx describes it: “Not an atom of matter enters into the objectivity of commodities as value; in this it is the direct opposite of the coarsely sensuous objectivity of commodities as physical bodies.”12 Marked by homogeneity and emptiness of material content, commodities are characterized by an abstract nature. According to Sohn-Rethel, both Smith and Kant “presuppose that it is in the nature of the human mind to perform its labour in separation from manual labour.”13

Sohn-Rethel argues that the emergence of a purely abstract sphere of intellectual work can only be understood by considering the parallel emergence of abstract economic exchange. In other words, abstract thought emerges from an abstraction already at work in the market. By examining the processes of thought in this way, “epistemology itself undergoes a radical transformation and indeed merges into a theory of society.”14 Sohn-Rethel shows how the monumental moments of abstract intellectual achievement cannot be interpreted separately from exchange practices in the market. He explains:


What defines the character of intellectual labour in its full-fledged division from all manual labour is the use of non-empirical form-abstractions, which may be represented by nothing other than non-empirical, “pure” concepts. The explanation of intellectual labour and of this division thus depends on proving the origin of the underlying, non-empirical form-abstractions. And we can see that this origin is none other than the real abstraction of commodity exchange, for it is of a non-empirical form-character and does not spring from thought.15



Mathematics, as the discipline that is most dependent on abstract thought, is the most salient example of an epiphenomenon of historical-materialist events. Sohn-Rethel cites the interconnected events of the spread of coinage and the development of Pythagorean thought; the relationship between the levying of taxes on land and the development of geometry; and the relationship of Galileo to the examination of nature separated from human, physical capacities and manual labor. It is through the development of “pure mathematics” that a seemingly unbridgeable divide between mental and manual labor was instantiated.

Sohn-Rethel describes, for example, an indicative movement from simple economic necessity to the formal rigors of philosophy. In the Bronze Age, the manual work of measurement was carried out by field measurers, who used a rope to measure the land in order to re-partition the soil after the yearly floods of the Nile. This was done by the order of Pharaoh’s tax officials for the purpose of determining the peasants’ tributes for the coming year. The Greeks, however, subordinated this physical act of measurement to an act of pure abstract thought that was “independent not only from this or that particular purpose but from any practical task.”16 At this moment, the geometry of measurement becomes altogether something different from the manual “skill” of measurement. Inscribed over the entrance to Plato’s Academy in 387 B.C. was the phrase “Let no man ignorant of geometry enter here.” Geometry, thus, became a mental exercise that could be carried out only by “those apprenticed to do it. Geometry was propagated as a deductive thought structure … committed to nothing but itself.”17 Sohn-Rethel argues that the conceptual mode of thinking, which abandons sense perception in favor of a logic of deduction, in which time and space are abstract, shares all the qualities inherent to the commodity form.

Sohn-Rethel insists that the commodity form has permeated virtually all aspects of society—a familiar enough Marxist critique of reification. What makes it provocative, however, is Sohn-Rethel’s suggestion that the commodity form has also overwhelmed the epistemological structure of thought. This insight, in particular, interests Adorno, who draws on Sohn-Rethel’s take on epis-temology and extends it to a critique of philosophy. He strips away the pretense that envelops and enshrouds philosophy to reveal the division of labor on which it is predicated. Following the fundamental tenets of the Frankfurt School, Adorno employs an interrogative process of “thought thinking thought,” and thus self-reflexively scrutinizes his own practice of philosophy.

Adornos interrogation of the discipline and practice of philosophy occupied him throughout his intellectual life. One of the best examples of this can be found in his early essay “Actuality of Philosophy,” in which he examines both the limits to and possibilities of philosophy. In German, the word ‘Aktualität’ has three connotations, all of which are significant for an understanding of the elliptical use of “philosophy” in Adornos essay. The first definition given in the Brockhaus Wörterbuch is “Gegenwartsnähe; Zeitbewgenheit.”18 This translates into English as “topicality or relevance to the times.” In this context, Adornos Aktualität refers to the historical situation in which philosophy found itself after Husserl’s critique of idealism. Adorno questions the usefulness of philosophy in an age in which the foundation of idealism has been critically upset. He opens the essay with a polemical statement: “Whoever chooses philosophy as a profession today must first reject the illusion that earlier philosophical enterprises began with: that the power of thought is sufficient to grasp the totality of the real.”

Adorno rejects the illusion that the “totality of the real” can be simply grasped by the dream of autonomous reason (autonome ratio). As I described in Chapter 1, this is epitomized by the Kantian system, which wrests knowledge away from sensual experience while promoting the dream of the transhistorical, transsubjective binding rational mode of being. Adorno wrote “Actuality of Philosophy” during the Neo-Kantian resurgence of philosophy (the so-called Marburg School during the mid-twenties), and he is responding in part to their claims. In his critique, Adorno goes even further and denounces any attempt to grasp “totality.” The problem with totality, Adorno insists, is that it liquidates otherness and difference in its effort to contrive a collectivity. Philosophic questioning that is focused on totality tends to stress conformity and to be intolerant of moments of contradiction or particularity. This is the meaning of one of Adorno’s most quoted maxims, which inverts Hegel’s dictum, taken from the introduction to The Phenomenology of Spirit, that “the truth is in the whole (Das Wahre ist das Ganze).”19 Adorno insists contrarily that “the whole is the false (Das Ganze ist das Unwahre).”20

The second connotation of Adorno’s Aktualität refers to the adequacy of philosophical questions being posed around him, and the possibility of their being answered. He argues that a philosophy which bases its questions on an abstract notion of truth or being, as opposed to material and contemporary social problems, is not topical or Aktuell to society’s needs. This concern about the ability of philosophy to address contemporary social problems stems from one of Adorno’s pedagogical duties at the time, which was to test future high school teachers in philosophy before they were allowed to take the general exam in their field of specialty (Staatsexamen). Adorno was shocked at the students’ apathetic attention to content severed from any sense of history. He believed that students should be able to situate the philosophic discourse within a larger cultural context, including both an awareness of the past conditions that produced that knowledge and the current historical conditions that shape its interpretation. This awareness and attention to history is what distinguishes the scientific enterprise from the philosophical one. Adorno devotes much of his criticism in the essay to showing that whereas the scientist receives scientific findings as ahistorical and is intent on discovering the truth by unearthing an already existent meaning, the philosopher is engaged in a process that is dependent on historical materiality, always conscious and self-reflective of the forces that help to shape the interpretive effort.

The third meaning given by the Brockhaus for Aktualität is ‘Wirksamsein; Potentialität. “This can be translated into English as “effectiveness and capability.” The Aktualität of philosophy refers in this way to the effectiveness and capability of philosophy to function as a form of social criticism. Philosophy is in a fractured and fragmented state precisely because this is the status of the world. The task of philosophy is to therefore reflect this state. Adorno wrote this essay in the afterglow of Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit, which was published only four years earlier. Although this is not the place for a thorough examination of Adorno’s critique of Heidegger, it is useful to point out that in “Actuality of Philosophy,” Adorno argues that even as Heidegger clearly understood the problems of idealist philosophy, he fell into an irrational jargon in his founding of ontology that fails to make sense out of the empirical world. Heidegger’s “philosophy of Being” reduces philosophy to “ontological murmuring that mystifies its actual function in the social realm.” 21 This mystification is what contributed to Heidegger’s reprehensible association with the Nazis, and what facilitates the transformation of philosophy into a form of ideology. Instead, Adorno writes, “Only in the annihilation of the question is the authenticity of philosophic interpretation first successfully proven; and mere thought by itself can not accomplish this: therefore the annihilation of the question compels praxis.”22 This peripatetic statement juxtaposes philosophy with praxis, moving beyond a simple opposition, and an even simpler conflation of the two by illustrating a process of dialectics in which thought annihilates, or negates itself, thereby compelling practice. In this way, the ruthless interrogation of philosophy becomes a new form of philosophy—thought thinking thought—that reconfigures the relationship between thought and praxis.

It is compelling that the text containing Adornos most startling revelations about the tension between theory and praxis and the relationship between philosophy, lived experience, and social change are in his most personal work, Minima Moralia. The subtitle of the book—Reflections from a Damaged Life—expresses the degree to which Adorno felt wounded and maimed by his American experience. “An emancipated society,” he writes in one of his few prophetic statements, “would conceive the better state as one in which people could be different without fear.”23 Adorno’s experience of America was characterized by his identity as a German-Jewish intellectual, which thrice marked him as an outsider. The United States did not produce or regard intellectuals in the same way that Europe did, and there was not an established social niche to accommodate the mass migration of artists and thinkers during the fascist period. When this motley group of intellectuals introduced their work to the general public, the American people did not know how to receive or respond to it. In addition, anti-Semitism was still very much part of the American landscape, and the war with Germany created an understandable if not excusable suspicion towards all Germans—natives and descendents alike—in America.24

Instead of repressing the characteristics that marked his otherness, or attempting to blend into the American landscape, Adorno accentuated his differences. He refused to write in English, leaving his wife, Gretel Karplus Adorno, to translate most of his work. He was the model of a “very-absent minded German professor” for his entire tenure in the United States.25 As Jamie Owen Daniel has provocatively argued:


Theodor Adorno actively held on to and even accentuated all the markers of his cultural difference precisely because he recognized that the pressure being brought against him to stop behaving ‘so foreign’ … and dissolve into the melting pot was tantamount to a demand that he acquiesce to a form of self-annihilation.26



Adorno insisted on his otherness so that he would not become easily consumed by the American culture industry. To Adorno, this was a manner of living his philosophy.

I am reminded here of bell hooks’ description of marginality as something that can be more than a site of deprivation and pain. She beautifully argues that it can, in fact, become the opposite—living in the margins can be fostered as a site of radical possibility. Rather than seeing it simply as a place of exclusion that one wishes to escape, hooks paints it as “a site one stays in, clings to even, because it nourishes one’s capacity to resist. It offers to one the possibility of radical perspective from which to see and create, to imagine alternatives, new worlds.”27 hooks describes this as a form of “choosing the margin as a space of radical openness.” One can imagine Adorno, who clearly suffered because of his exile, also managed to derive a strange pleasure from the assertion of his “otherness” and “outsider” status. Marginality can be understood here as a sort of defiant political gesture, or an oppositional aesthetic act. hooks argues that one should “maintain that marginality even as one works, produces, lives, if you will, at the center.”28 Adorno’s philosophy is entirely consistent with this acknowledgement of the fact that the work is never done, that one never reaches Utopia and that change is precisely a constant movement towards a better human condition. This is an underpinning of Adorno’s works, and the project of critical theory is precisely that effort to maintain marginality.

Of all of Adorno’s works, Minima Moralia deals most self-reflexively with his role as an intellectual in general and with his work as a philosopher in particular. There is a persistent examination of philosophy’s “original sin”—the division of mental and physical labor. The structure of Minima Moralia shapes Adorno’s discussion. The book consists of 153 aphorisms that reflect his plea for “micrological” thinking and a “philosophy of the fragment.” The “trivial pursuits” that he writes about here fly in the face of the philosophical tradition that attempts to create “theories of everything” and considers only “enduring” issues and “timeless” concerns while masking its own historicity. Drawing on Benjamin’s formulation of the fragment, the aphorisms formally assault the supposedly seamless totality of capitalism by revealing the discontinuous nature of experience.

Living in Los Angeles—the artificial heart of the culture industry—with the body-builders of Venice Beach only a few miles from his bungalow in Holly Hills, the Californian obsession with the perfect body became for Adorno the ersatz experience of the Nazi’s preoccupation with the perfect form. In his fascinating work The Case of California, Laurence Rickels profoundly labels California the “unconscious of Europe.”29 Rickels draws astute connections between the experience of California and the critique of fascism by the Frankfurt School thinkers, and argues that their exile from Nazi Germany forced them to read the rise of National Socialism through the lens of California coastal culture. Although Rickels tends to read this as a form of unintentional slippage and a shortcoming in the Frankfurt School’s critique of fascism, I would argue that Adorno was aware of this juxtaposition of the proliferation of the culture industry in the States and the rise of National Socialism in Germany. Adorno wrote about them as a set of twin phenomena that are both products of the processes of reification. This understanding informs both the particular and universal aspect of Adornos material historical analyses.

In the dedication of the book, Adorno reflects with melancholy on the paradox of his experience: “The major part of this book was written during the war, under conditions enforcing contemplation. The violence that expelled me thereby denied me full knowledge of it.”30 This contradiction—the fact that he is denied a full knowledge of fascism because of the exile imposed on him by fascism—motivates and propels this work. Minima Moralia must be read, therefore, as a text that is about both fascism and Adorno’s reflections on his experience of practicing philosophy in exile because of fascism. In order to fully comprehend the complex issues that help shape Adorno’s critical attention to the body, it is useful therefore to make a brief detour here and sketch out some of the fundamental aspects of the perverse fascination with the body in Nazi ideology. This effort will allow me to historically situate Adorno’s understanding of the body and to give a sense of the complex dynamics to which he is responding.

Nazi culture was enchanted by the human form. The body was, however, more a “phantasmagoric” ideal than a living, breathing material reality. The appeal of and to the body did not encourage sensuousness, or a revolt from traditional morals, but was propagated to encourage a puerile longing for the genuine and the natural. In George Mosse’s seminal work, Nationalism and Sexuality, Mosse shows how the “rediscovery of the body” during the Nazi period drew on existing German literary and cultural trends, from Winckelman’s notion of beauty to Stefan George’s poetic plea to return to the purity of nature in his cult of genius.31 Favoring a more austere and puritan model of the body, the Nazi’s rejected the sensuousness that had prevailed in the preceding generation of fin de siècle decadents. Literary and artistic renderings of the body that inspired heightened sensibility and stimulation, such as expressionist art or works by Thomas Mann, were labeled decadent and unworthy of the pure political body that the Nazis were attempting to fashion. For the Nazis, the invocations of ancient Greece in paintings, memorials, and films were examples of physical beauty stripped of sexuality and uncontrolled passion. Multitudes of marble statues were commissioned by the Nazis to fill public spaces with the cool, cut, controlled and restrained ideal of perfection. The art promoted the aestheticized repressive sexual society based on the containment of vital forces. The “Lebensreform” movements that promoted gymnastics and bodily awareness were as much exercises in disciplining the individual’s body as rehearsals for the creation of a submissive polity. Mass athletic demonstrations performed in rigid movements evoke what Susan Sontag describes as “the holding in or confining of force: military precision.”32

The body, as celebrated in proto-fascist and right wing groups such as the German Youth Movement and the Nacktkultur led by Richard Ungewitter, was purified of contamination through diet and exercise in the name of the regeneration of the race. Bodies were ranked according to character and physique. Popular books such as Der Sieg der Körperfreude, published in 1940, and the widely distributed serial Die Schönheit, focused on the body but operated under strict censure. Nudism in print media was banned during the Nazi period unless bodies were engaged in motion or sport. Discussions of sexuality in the media were also banned unless they were “public service” announcements, which consisted of warnings to the reader about the dire consequences of masturbation and sex for pleasure rather than procreation. This ambivalence towards the body was made manifest in virtually all cultural artifacts from this period, including art, literature, films, and public spectacles.

The point of this digression has been to suggest that the Nazi fascination with and fear of the body provided the historical context for Adorno’s own investigation and critical attention to the body. Klaus Theweleit, the thinker most closely associated with this interpretation of the body in fascism, has accused the Frankfurt School thinkers, particularly Adorno, of ignoring the body. In his fascinating and influential psychoanalytic study Male Fantasies, Theweleit draws connections between history and fantasy, uncovering the exterminating rage against female sexual power and the fear of the female body behind the masculine construction of German paramilitary groups during World War II.

In the opening to his work, Theweleit attacks the Frankfurt School for their “historical-materialist approach,” which he claims is a means by which “rational men have at once attempted to account for fascism and protect themselves from what it means.”33 Theweleit goes on to argue that “All of the lines of scientific research based purely on ideological criticism, or ideologiekritik (headed by the Frankfurt School), and all of the theoretical approaches that practice historical-materialist-philosophical-metapsychological manipulations … ignore the same basic area: the things that happen in, and to, human bodies.”34 The Frankfurt School, Theweleit further suggests, is guilty of ignoring feelings and emotions and repressing desire in favor of the “intellectual,” which he argues is incapable of grasping the somatic origins of Fascism. Although it is impossible to thoroughly debate Theweleit’s far-reaching contentions here, my discussion of Minima Moralia will show how the body is not absent from Adorno’s work, but is, in contrast to Theweleit’s assertions, absolutely central to his investigations. The difficulty in locating the body in Adorno’s work is due to his theoretical insistence on mediation and the logical structure of his critique rather than a lack of attention.

In Adorno’s writings, philosophy is the enterprise guiltiest of perpetuating the division of mental and physical labor and performing what he graphically describes as a “vivisection of the body.” Adorno cleverly integrates the body into his critique of philosophy. He criticizes philosophy for conspiring with the dominant mode of production to bifurcate the human subject into mind and body. Adorno exposes what he considers to be the “forces of production” behind the work of philosophy. “The official philosophy ministers to science in the following way. It is expected, as a sort of Taylorism of the mind, to help improve its production methods, to rationalize the storage of knowledge, and to prevent wastage of intellectual energy.”35

In 1911, F. W. Taylor introduced a new system of production in his influential book The Principles of Scientific Management. In the name of promoting the productivity of the worker, Taylor devised a system of ordering labor that transformed work structures and labor relations. In his work, Taylor suggested the separation of skilled workers, who performed mental labor, from unskilled manual workers. This fracturing of the workplace ensured that the division of labor would be built into its very infrastructure. In Taylorism, the worker’s body becomes increasingly regarded as purely functional, and composed of parts that can be subdivided and employed mechanistically to perform alienating tasks. In addition, Taylor suggested these improvements in the name of “scientific” management, replacing the old “rule of thumb” approach in management, thereby lending a physical authenticity and immutability to his ideas about how to manage the workplace. In other words, Taylorism reified the division of labor and made this way of managing the workplace appear to be inevitable and natural.

Adorno accuses philosophy of following principles of Taylorism. In the name of promoting the “productivity of thought,” philosophy attempts to disunite the physical, sensual aspects of human existence from sentient being. A simple example of this is the standard philosophical notion of “separating emotions from reason.” In the effort to promote “pure reason,” emotions are discounted and marginalized. In contrast, Adorno attempts to realize philosophy in his own efforts as a form of work that is not just cerebral, but also corporeal and grounded in sensual experience.

In one of the longer fragments in the book entitled Intellectus sacrificium intellectus, Adorno examines the ways in which the intellect sacrifices itself to a concept of itself that it worships self-destructively as a false god.36 This false understanding of intellect is one that is sanitized and purified of emotions, instincts, impulses and desires. Adorno writes:


The assumption that thought profits from the decay of the emotions, or even that it remains unaffected, is itself an expression of the process of stupefaction. The social division of labour recoils on man, however much it may expedite the task exacted from him. The faculties, having developed through interaction, atrophy once they are severed from each other.37



This division of the mind’s work—allocating thought to one task, and emotions to another, under the false presumption that thought can be more productive once it is disentangled from emotions—is yet another rendition of the “dialectic of Enlightenment.” Adorno argues that the more “efficient” thought becomes, the less capable it is of actually thinking. “Sanitized thinking” is condemned to reiterate the known and reproduce that which already exists.


Once the last trace of emotion has been eradicated, nothing remains of thought but absolute tautology. The utterly pure reason of those who have divested themselves entirely of the ability ‘to conceive of an object even in its absence,’ converges with pure unconsciousness.38



Reason, when purged of emotions, tends to reproduce and numbly accept the world without challenging it. Sentient beings are no longer able to think and act imaginatively or creatively, but are instead reduced to a set of truisms and a series of neurotic repetitions. Thought itself becomes banal.

In another aphorism entitled “Wishful Thinking,” Adorno astound-ingly suggests that there is a moral imperative to make emotions and feelings an integral part of the thinking process. Adorno writes, “Intelligence is a moral category. The separation of feeling and understanding, that makes it possible to absolve and beautify the blockhead, hypostasizes the dismemberment of man into functions.” 39 In this quote, Adorno attacks a kind of thinking that hypostasizes the dualistic division of human beings. In other words, Adorno wants to unmask what appears to be a “natural condition” in order to reveal its historical specificity. Adorno viscerally describes this division of human beings into mind and body as a form of dismemberment. Even more explicitly, Adorno calls this “… the castration of perception by a court of control that denies thought any anticipatory desire.”40 In philosophy’s pursuit of epistemic objectivity, forms of perception—seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, smell—are cut off, thereby barring the wellsprings of desire and dividing human beings into separate functions: thinking and feeling. A breach occurs between body and world that leaves human beings “castrated” and impotent when it comes to thinking meaningfully about the surrounding world.

The above quotes reflect a way of conveying thought that is characteristic of Adorno. In his critique of philosophy, he often makes use of images or metaphors related to the mutilation of the body. “Castration, vivisection, evisceration, and dismemberment” are words that Adorno utilizes to move his critique from an abstract mode of intellectual jargon into a material and physical mode of communication. For example, he repeatedly uses metaphors of the body in order to illustrate his most central points: “Someone who has been offended, slighted, has an illumination as vivid as when agonizing pain lights up one’s own body.”41 In yet another instance, Adorno refers back to the body to viscerally evoke a critical stance. “The splinter in your eye is the best magnifying glass.”42 This manner of discourse shocks the intellectually engaged readers into acknowledging their own corporeality.

At one revealing point, Adorno insists, “only in the metaphor of the body can the concept of pure spirit be grasped at all, and is at the same time cancelled.”43 He wryly describes how the dream of “pure spirit” of Hegel and other philosophers, who fantasize about the transcendence of the knowing subject, can only be understood through the body—the feeling, emotional body that I have described above. The irony, of course, is that this very process of knowing through the body annuls the notion of pure spirit. At one point, Adorno accuses Hegel of turning “belly into pure spirit.” He reverses Hegel and, in a manner of speaking, returns spirit to the belly. He uses these metaphors and images of the body to create a new philosophical language that moves toward a philosophy that has not excised emotion, sensitivity, practicality and curiosity precisely because it emerges from, and not at the expense of, the sentient body.

Since Adorno never directly names the body or writes about it in a sustained fashion, it is through the mediating role of language that one finds the specifically corporal. One of the reasons it is so difficult to locate the body in Adorno’s work is the oft-noted “subterranean influence of a Jewish religious theme on the materialism of the Frankfurt School.”44 Susan Buck-Morss, among others, has documented his adherence to “the Jewish Bilderverbot by refusing to delineate the nature of Utopia.”45 In Adorno’s thought, this refusal to describe the body in positive, substantive terms can also be ascribed to his fundamental distrust of immediacy and his reliance on dialectical mediation. This wariness stems from his familiar critique of identity thinking and what he describes as the “fanatical intolerance”46 of epistemological systems that transform the particular into abstract repetitions of the universal in their attempt to render objects unmediated and immediate. One of the central claims of his polemic against philosophy—the “peddler of identity thinking”—is that the language of philosophy yearns to get closer to the pre-linguistic realm, using conceptual language in an attempt to capture the object. The problem, he points out, is that this attempt does violence to the object, which is non-conceptual (begriffslos). Philosophical/conceptual language represses, marginalizes and eliminates the non-conceptual and asserts its identity.

Mediation (Vermittlung) is the epistemological key to alleviating this problem. Mediation operates in various ways in Adorno’s thought. Often times it is used in the traditional sense to mean that a third term is required to make a connection between two ideas. In other instances, however, and in relation to language, the concept of mediation becomes more complex. When language mediates, it does not merely act as an agent between two things, but more importantly, it points to the absence of, and the non-identity inherent to, the object. Language plays a mediating role by making the negative obvious. It is this communication of negativity that acts as the critique of the failures of philosophy. This is one way to understand the contradiction between the difficulty in precisely locating the body in Adorno’s writing, and the curious, unshakable sense of its omnipresence. In Adorno’s typically dialectical fashion, the body’s presence is articulated only through its absence. Rather than writing directly about the body, he uses metaphors and visceral language to underscore its negativity and it is from here that he is able to launch his critique of philosophy.

Adorno’s understanding of the mediating function of language was influenced in great part by Walter Benjamin’s early writing, in particular his work on baroque tragic drama. It is useful here to briefly mention how Benjamin’s concept of the constellation finds its way into Adorno’s conception of language. Benjamin’s notion of the constellation emerges out of the well-known distinction he makes in The Origin of German Tragedy between two different types of experience. The first type is the Kantian concept of experience as “knowledge” (Erkenntnis), which adheres to Kant’s decree that philosophy need remain within the bounds of phenomenal experience. In this way of experiencing the world, the subject constitutes the world according to its own conceptual structures. Erkenntnis corresponds to scientific knowledge and is modeled after the procedures of mathematics and the natural sciences. The second kind of experience is what Benjamin calls philosophical “experience” (Erfahrung). This kind of knowing is concerned with the revelation of truth. In this way of experiencing, the subject constitutes ideas whose structure is itself in accordance with particular material phenomena. Philosophical experience is engaged in the “representation of ideas” (Darstellung der Ideen), where the relationship between the phenomena is made visible through the mediating act of arranging the phenomena. Benjamin likened this mode of representation to that of the astrologer, who perceived heavenly figures in the sky. “Ideas are related to the phenomena as constellations to the stars. This means, in the first place, that they are neither their concepts nor their laws.”47

Adorno lifts Benjamin’s notion of the constellation but applies it in his own unique manner to the realm of language and truth. In an essay he writes a few years after Benjamin’s work, Adorno argues that language should not directly “name or identify truth,” which would make it merely a form of identity logic. Instead, language should “surround” truth. Philosophical language had grown static and stale and the goal should be to regroup words (umgruppieren) in order to present truth in a new light. In Adorno’s own words, language when acting in this manner, “configures” truth and makes it visible, if only for a moment “like a constellation in the dark night.” This is what Adorno does with the body—his corporeal vocabulary surrounds the body, without actually naming it, thereby illuminating it and making it sensible to us in a new way.

Adorno’s use of language, libidinal in nature, has been utilized by a group of thinkers as diverse as Barthes, Bataille, Irigaray, and Kristeva, who have been loosely clustered together as representatives of the so-called French “philosophy of desire.”48 Although many of Adorno’s insights can be found within the works of these thinkers, it is a mistake, I think, to gloss over critical variances in Adorno’s use of language and its relationship to the body. It is unbefitting (and unconvincing) to ascribe jouissance to Adorno’s writing given the negative quality of the promise of sensuality and pleasure. Adorno’s writing does not elicit the notions of “bliss” and “rapturous pleasure” associated with jouissance.49 The feeling that his language evokes is an immeasurable sense of sorrow and loss. For Adorno, the plaintive object of language is “the need to lend a voice to suffering.” When language does not function in this way, it becomes, to use Adorno’s words, “more incidental music such as that with which the SS had tried to drown out the screams of its victims.”50

It is Friedrich Nietzsche, the philosopher who reintroduces the body into the discourse of the social/scientific/cultural production of knowledge, who invites comparison with Adorno’s understanding of the body and playful use of metaphor. “The history of philosophy up to now,” Nietzsche contends at the opening of The Gay Science, “has been the history of the repression of the body.”51 Like Adorno, Nietzsche locates the malaise and sadism of reason in philosophy’s misguided approach. He conveys this tartly in his pithy fragment entitled “Why Philosophers are Slanderers.”


The treacherous and blind hostility of philosophers towards the senses how much of mob and middle lass there is in this hatred! … if one wants a proof of how profoundly and thoroughly the actually barbarous needs of man seek satisfaction, even when he is tamed and “civilized.” One should take a look here at the “leitmotifs” of the entire evolution of philosophy:-a sort of revenge on reality, a malicious destruction of the valuations by which men live, an unsatisfied soul that feels the tamed state as torture and finds a voluptuous pleasure in a morbid unraveling of all the bonds that tie it to such a state.52



Mistrusting the senses, which seductively lead rational thought astray, philosophers are engaged in a self-destructive “dialectic of Enlightenment,” repressing with barbarity the very nature upon which civilization depends. Nietzsche contrasts and distinguishes his own philosophy by describing it as following the “guiding thread of the body (am Leitfaden des Leibes).53

Nietzsche is writing against a Platonic, Christian tradition that believes that man is a noble being by nature of his spirit, but unfortunately afflicted by one flaw: the body. For Nietzsche, it is man’s animalism, his sureness of instinct that is weakened by the precariousness of his spirit and conscious thought. According to Adorno, Nietzsche’s “liberating act, a true turning point of Western thought” is that he “refuses homage to the speculative concept, the hypostasis of the mind.”54 Adorno’s critique of philosophy, as discussed above, is directed precisely at the attempts of philosophy to make mind the immutable and autonomous foundation of thought. Adorno’s thought parallels Nietzsche’s in certain respects, especially in regard to Nietzsche’s characterization of mass psychology and the masochistic elements of bourgeois rationality. Both Nietzsche and Adorno can be understood as engaged in a project of attempting to jar human beings from a life of self-surrender.

Like Adorno, Nietzsche does not have a coherent theory of the body, but instead relies on abundant references to, and metaphors of, the body in order to emphasize its important role in the production of truth and knowledge. Adorno owes much to Nietzsche’s anti-systematic form of philosophy and his use of the essay to cultivate a fragmentary and aphoristic syntax and style. Gillian Rose’s The Melancholy Science remains the best argument for Adorno’s engagement with Nietzsche in reference to methodology and style. Rose argues that Adorno self-consciously mimics Nietzsche’s manner of argument, which defies the prevailing philosophical systems of discourse. The use of aphorisms and irony, Rose argues, represents a “transvaluation of values” in philosophy that avoids “complicity” with the “prevalent norms of communication.’55

Many thinkers have pointed out how both Adorno and Nietzsche employ literary conventions such as parallaxes, parataxis, chiasm, and tautology in their efforts to convey content through style.56 In Nietzsche’s writings, style is intimately connected with the body; he artfully utilizes physiological metaphors, especially those related to smell and digestion to criticize the “lie” about the autonomy of mind in epistemology. Nietzsche writes, for example, “What we experience and digest psychologically does not, in the stage of gestation, emerge into consciousness any more than what we ingest physically does.”57 The gastric terms, “digest,” “live,” “absorb” and “incorporate” (verdauen, erleben, hineinnehmen, einverleiben), were often used by Nietzsche to describe human interactions. The body becomes the foundation for virtually all of his metaphors and especially for thought itself. Nietzsche asserts: “Consciousness is an organ like the stomach.”58 Another similar example: “Our intellect is only the blind instrument of another drive.”59 Consciousness and intellect are for him a passion or a bodily state like hunger or thirst.

Nietzsche describes his philosophy as a genealogy, which is a process suffused with bodily implications and intimately associated with sexuality. The etymological root of the word—genea—is defined as race or family. Genealogy is therefore a history of the descent of a person or group from a common blood relation. Genealogy traces the history of sexuality and bodies to reconstruct its particular account. Privileging the body in such a way emphasizes the notion that history is not simply a neutral record of an established reality, but rather an account that is the result of sexual desire, psychological needs and social ends.60 Nietzsche’s genealogical philosophy traces the “origin” and process by which something becomes legitimized by culture. In this way, genealogy can be understood as a problem of legitimization (Legitimitätsproblem). By radically interrogating the validity of origins and evaluating how mere “things” become entrenched in normative society’s values and become “facts,” genealogy is in a way similar to a form of ideology critique. The genealogical imperative (to unmask the “natural” as a result of historical human intervention) bears a striking similarity to the critique of reification (to show how relations between things that appear immutable and timeless began as relations between humans). Nietzsche, of course, does not specifically place his arguments within the critique of capital, but instead uses the umbrella term “bourgeois society.”

For Nietzsche, the results of the body’s activities—passions, instincts, the struggle to survive, to mature, to overcome itself—are the source of the will-to-power. Consciousness is a direct effect of reactive forces attempting to regulate the body; it emerges from the turmoil of bodily forces. A force of domination that orders, commands, and imposes perspectives that help the body interact with other bodies, consciousness is a kind of necessary illusion: on the one hand a convenient fiction that helps to organize the chaos of bodily organic material and forces, and on the other hand, an effect of the deflected will-to-power that instead of subduing other bodies and outside forces has turned inward and subdues itself. Nietzsche despises the efforts of thinkers to look inward and examine consciousness through introspection, psychology or self-reflection. To Nietzsche, the psychical interior, what is called consciousness or mind, is in fact a product of the body. Philosophers, of course, are the most guilty of this introspection and are filled with what Nietzsche disparagingly calls a ressentiment, a fear of the body’s activity and its vicissitudes that promotes fleeing from the reality of life into the world of illusion. Philosophy is not simply an intellectual system of inquiry, but a struggle and a battle.

I do not want to overstate the similarities between Adorno and Nietzsche here. Paradoxically, the convergence of their styles of writing is also the location in which they are most divergent. Gilles Deleuze once wrote of Nietzsche: “Those who read Nietzsche without laughing—without laughing often, richly, even hilariously—have, in a sense, not read Nietzsche at all.”61 This concisely sums up the difference between Nietzsche’s “gay” and Adorno’s “melancholy” science. Of course, this is a result of not only philosophical differences but also historical contexts. Adorno is writing “after Auschwitz.” and Nietzsche’s directive to give up guilt and bad-conscience is fundamentally unthinkable for someone who feels “guilty solely by being alive.”

Perhaps the biggest difference between Nietzsche and Adorno is that while Nietzsche’s thought continually evades the codes and systems of civilization that he criticizes, Adorno’s passion for immanent criticism invades the object of his critique.62 While Nietzsche philosophizes with a hammer, forcefully attacking and criticizing, Adorno’s labors are more somber and work from the inside out, attempting to explode rather than break apart. Most importantly, while both thinkers contest the duality of body and spirit, Nietzsche tends to reduce man to body in the attempt to tap into some sort of “immediacy.” Adorno, in contrast, is attempting to dialectically reconfigure the relationship between the two, continually stressing the importance of mediation.

Nietzsche’s influence on Adorno is best understood as what Adorno called a “philosophy of retrieval.” Adorno understood intellectual history as a practice of retrieving those thinkers and thoughts, and more crucially in this case, modes of thinking, that have been systematically suppressed and repressed by the dominant modes of philosophy and forgotten by society. Philosophy, Adorno argues in Minima Moralia, should be suffused with “impulses,” “memory,” “fantasy” and “curiosity.” These constitute what Adorno describes as “the Pleasure Principle of thought.” They counteract western culture’s antagonism to pleasure (Glücksfeindschaft). Adorno retrieves this particular way of writing and thinking through the body from Nietzsche. Rather than lifting any particular ideas or concepts from Nietzsche’s philosophy, Adorno mimics Nietzsche’s use of language to evoke the body in order to formally and stylistically critique the autonomy of thought.

Returning now to Minima Moralia, the question that begs to be asked is: Which body is Adorno talking about? Bodies are not abstract, but formed, shaped and marked by difference, most notably, sexual difference—what does Adorno have to say about this? Although I would not claim by any means that Adorno was a proto-feminist, there is a remarkable collection of eight fragments in the beginning of the second part to Minima Moralia, beginning with “Where the stork brings babies from” to “Since I set eyes on him,” that all address the question of sex and gender and the subordination of women. There is no other text in which Adorno offers such a detailed and sustained investigation of patriarchal bourgeois society and its repercussions. Adorno reflects on the “feminine character,” sexuality, marriage, and Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler and offers astute observations about the reproduction of domination in the “masculine liberal competitive economy.”

Adorno suggests that allowing women to participate equally in such a society merely “levels the playing field” to the point that both women and men can successfully achieve equal opportunity dehumanization. “The admittance of women to every conceivable supervised activity,” Adorno astutely notes, “conceals continuing dehumanization. In big business they remain what they were in the family, objects.”63 This gesture of admitting women into social activities from which they have previously been excluded is not a step towards emancipation, but rather an ill-fated gesture that has weakened the ability of women to recognize the true extent of their oppression.

While acknowledging that women have a different experience in bourgeois society, Adorno is careful when describing the uniqueness of feminine experience to not reify a particular definition of femaleness and thereby fall into a discourse of identity. Femininity is not innate or natural, but a result of the inscription of her oppression. “The Femininity which appeals to instinct, is always exactly what every woman has to force herself by violence—masculine violence—to be: a she man.”64 Adorno comes here quite close to articulating the idea that Woman is the “second sex.” Simone de Beauvoir, of course, used this phrase in her work The Second Sex, in which she describes the ontological process whereby “man” defines himself through the hierarchical contrast with an other—woman. Mapping the Hegelian master-slave dialectic onto male-female relations, de Beauvoir shows how “man” assumes a universal position in this formulation whereas “woman: “is doomed to the contingent and subordinate status of the “second sex.” Beginning from the notion that what transcendence transcends is the body, de Beauvoir goes on to claim the price men pay for representing the universal is a loss of embodiment, whereas the price women pay is an immanent existence defined by her confinement to the body. Men are disembodied and gain their entitlement to transcendence, and women are embodied and consigned to immanence.

Recognizing this asymmetrical corporeal situation, Adorno acknowledges that the disembodied, affect-free epistemological systems privilege the “wholly, autonomous, narcissistic, male ego” and that Woman represents the other to this masculine gendered way of knowing. However, he also insists that “the concept of gender can never be fully adequate to its masculine object.” In other words, while Adorno does interpret the feminine as the “other” to the masculine, he does not suggest that the feminine is a binary or polar opposite of the masculine, as is typically the case in post-modern theories of alterity. The feminine in Adorno’s reading is “otherness,” that which consistently disrupts the totalizing concept of masculinity asserting itself over bourgeois society. Kate Soper concisely sums it this way: “The whole is not masculine, and feminine negativity surfaces as the immanent refusal and critique of this supposed ‘truth.’”65

This is what Adorno means when he describes the “feminine character” as “a negative imprint of domination.” No longer shackled to the subject as defined in the master-slave relationship, Adorno reevaluates and recasts otherness as a form of negativity, one so charged that it jars us from passively accepting claims of totality and reminds us that the so-called totality is actually incomplete. In other words “the whole is the false.”

A variety of theorists, both feminist and non-feminists, have identified negativity as the feminine. Adorno differentiates himself from these thinkers in a crucial way. For Adorno, negativity is not simply the opposite of some affirmative state.66 He eschews binary opposition when he describes the subject-object relation between male and female in favor of negative dialectics. As Adorno insists, “Total contradiction is nothing but the manifested untruth of total identification.”67 Liberation, therefore, is not conceived as making woman equal to man (as I discussed above, this would merely give her equal access to dehumanization in a reified society). Liberation also does not include the obliteration of any differences that might exist between the two. Liberation must be examined as a reconciliation of the antagonism between the two that preserves difference. The difference between the feminine and the masculine would still be relational, but not hierarchical. As Adorno describes it: “The reconciled condition would not be the philosophical imperialism of annexing the alien. Instead its happiness would lie in the fact that the alien, in the proximity it is granted, remains what is distant and different, beyond the heterogeneous and beyond that which is one’s own.”68 Healing the severed relationship means placing them back into a dialectical relationship.



This brings me finally to Adorno’s most sustained reflection on the dialectical relationship of theory and praxis, in the essay “Marginalia to Theory and Praxis.” The essay was written during the period of student protest, and is addressed to the critics of Adorno’s unrelenting belief in the transformative potential and power of critical theory. His tone is uncharacteristically agitated in this essay and one senses how under attack he must feel. The essay is usually regarded as a full-on attack of student activism, which he calls a “delusional” form of “mystified praxis” (Scheinpraxis). But even as he caricatures students and their hostility towards theory as selfish, demanding, and “snotty nosed,” the true object of his criticism is once again the philosophical tradition that has privileged thinking and reflection over action. His defense of theory, therefore, is really an offensive against forms of thinking that bifurcate the mind and body through the fetishization of intellectual labor over physical labor. In this way, Adorno refuses to align himself with those who express an aversion to praxis, which is another form of belittling manual labor, nor with those who express an enmity towards theory (Theoriefeindscha.ft), which he characterizes as a manifestation of the fear of reason and autonomy. He unpacks the long history of tension between theory and praxis to reveal how deeply entangled their division is with emotional, epistemological and ideological motives.

In typical fashion, he complicates things in order to make them more transparent. He insists that the theory and praxis relationship needs to be understood as the rupture between mind and body, intellectual and physical labor, and subject and object. Like a set of Russian dolls where each small figurine rests within another larger version of itself, the complex relationship between theory and praxis is necessarily understood nested within these other questions. “At the same time as the Cartesian doctrine of two substances ratified the dichotomy of subject and object,” Adorno writes, “literature for the first time portrayed praxis as a dubious undertaking on account of its tension with reflection.”69

In the popular imagination, it is usually believed that the mind-body dualism in western civilization has its beginnings in the seventeenth century, when Rene Descartes uttered the famous conto ergo sum. Descartes’ meditations became the wellspring of classical rationalism, which privileged the conceptual or mental over the corporeal, thereby disavowing the body from the production of knowledge. This hierarchy of mind over body, referred to as the Cartesian dualism, has become so calcified in contemporary culture and society that its rigid structure defines virtually all of modern and post-modern philosophical thought.70 Furthermore, Descartes’ cogito- I think, therefore, I am-places the emphasis on the subject, shifting the focus in science and philosophy from the object of knowledge to the knowing subject.71 Although Descartes is given the dubious credit for being the first modern philosopher to articulate and canonize the dualism between mind and body, he is by no means the “originator,” but rather just another historical instance that uncovers something that was always already part of the dialectic of Enlightenment. In the oft-quoted passage on the encounter between Odysseus and the Sirens, Adorno and Horkheimer describe how the division of mind and body devolves from the division of labor, a trope that will be repeated throughout history. In the myth of Odysseus, the Hegelian master/slave dialect is reinterpreted as a narrative about both self-preservation and the division of mental and physical labor. While Odysseus restrains his body by chaining himself to the mast in order to contemplate and experience the Siren song, the sailors are bound to physical work by rowing the boat. The division of mind and body asserts itself here in its primordial form—as a division of labor.

Further developing this idea in his essay on theory and praxis, Adorno suggests that the tenuous relationship to work influences how we regard the contemplative art of thinking and the act of doing.


Praxis arose from labor. It attained its concept when labor no longer wanted to merely reproduce life directly but to produce its conditions: and this clashed with the already existing conditions. Its descent from labor is a heavy burden for all of Praxis.… Contemporary actionism also represses the fact that the longing for freedom is closely related to the aversion to praxis.72



The aversion to praxis results from its association with physical work, which has been historically constituted as a form of unfreedom. In other words, praxis, like Adorno’s understanding of negativity, is a result of “the wrong state of things.” In a compassionate and just society, praxis would be unnecessary.

Adorno describes the dialectical relationship between theory and praxis first of all by describing what it is not. Adorno argues against the notion that theory must lead to concrete action (or answer the question “What do we do now?”) and vehemently rejects the positions that theory should be beholden to pragmatic questions. “If in the end theory, which bears upon the totality if it does not want to be futile, is tied down to its effectiveness here and now,” Adorno argues, “then the same thing befalls it despite its belief that it escapes the immanence of the system. Theory steals itself back from the system’s immanence only where it shirks its pragmatic fetters, no matter how modified they may be.”73 It is not possible, nor is it desirable, for theory to prescribe praxis. This distinction Adorno makes is directed towards the misrepresentation of the theory and praxis relationship as a temporal continuity. Adorno is arguing against the “first theory and then action” mentality. He explains: “The relationship between theory and practice after both have once distanced themselves from each other is that of qualitative reversal, not transition, and surely not subordination.”74 Once we begin to think about the relationship between theory and praxis as discontinuous, it allows us to get away from the notion that one must necessarily lead to the other, which also no longer lends itself to a process of valorization.

Rejecting the characterization of theory as a flight away from action, Adorno suggests that theory is yet another form of emancipatory practice. “Thinking is a doing, theory a form of praxis.”75 Thought should not be considered to be passive, but proactive. Thinking and critique are inalienable and real modes of behavior in oppressive times. “Despite all of its unfreedom, theory is the guarantor of freedom in the midst of unfreedom.”76 As Horkheimer put it, “thought itself is already a sign of resistance, the effort to keep oneself from being deceived any longer.”77 At the same time, theory and praxis are not entirely identical; conflating the two is just as problematic as separating them. It is the tension of the contradiction and interplay of their relationship to one another that productively generates any possibility of movement and change. Adorno is not arguing that theory should ignore concrete social realities or withdraw into an isolated ivory tower. Instead, it should throw itself into the art of compelling change through dialectical critique, thereby unleashing a radical imagination that allows us to simultaneously give voice to suffering and preserve hope. “Every meditation upon freedom extends into the conception of its possible realization,” Adorno writes (with faith) but then follows (with caution), “so long as the meditation is not taken in hand by praxis and tailored to fit the results it enjoins.”78

In the essay, Adorno also defends theory against the accusation that it is a traitor to Socialism (Verräter am Sozialismus), because it is obscure, isolationist, and incomprehensible to the mass majority of people (the proletariat) for which it claims to speak. Adorno’s tone becomes impatient when addressing this argument. He suggests that the very notion of a traitor implies that there is a repressive collective identity at work attempting to liquidate any inkling of autonomy. This is, once again, an extension of his argument against identity thinking. Here, Adorno reveals his fear and suspicion toward mass movements of any kind. (This is something about which he consistently disagreed and clashed with Walter Benjamin, who believed in the great potential of a revolutionary collective consciousness.) Adorno woefully rejects and laments the loss of the possibility of real praxis (richtige Praxis), which is a form of self-determined activity that springs from human spontaneity. This type of actionism, Adorno argues, presupposes a free and autonomous agent that could not possibly exist in the administered society. The actionism of the time was under the spell of illusory or mystified praxis (Scheinpraxis), a repressive collective act that liquidates voluntarism and individuality. When one participates in Scheinpraxis, one derives a sense of security from acting as a group, sheltered from true individuality This is the predominant form of praxis that Adorno saw at work when he was writing the essay. He viewed the student revolts as a form of Scheinpraxis that he described as “jumping into the melting pot of action.”

At one point, Adorno writes, “The requirement that theory should kow-tow to praxis dissolves theory’s truth content and condemns praxis to delusion; in practical terms, it is high time to voice this. A modicum of madness furnishes collective movements- … with their sinister power of attraction.” 79 Adorno often uses words such as madness (Wahnsinn) and mania (Wahn) when describing mass action. Even Marcuse, who became the malcontent of the Frankfurt School because of his vociferous support and participation in social protest movements, never abandoned the unfailing belief in the principal role of critical theory. “Theory will preserve the truth,” Marcuse insisted, “even if revolutionary practice deviates from its proper path.”80 Theory and thought have the ability to maintain a critical focus whereas practice is susceptible to delusion.

Adorno’s harshest criticism of praxis is that it masks the reality of a situation; “… if praxis obscures its own present impossibility with the opiate of collectivity, it becomes in its turn ideology”81 Praxis quickly becomes yet another form of ideology because it acts as an opiate that alters consciousness, intoxicating and numbing the actor to the true extent of his/her oppression and the misery of his/her circumstance. It becomes easier to accept one’s situation when empowered by the false sense that one is actually doing something. I know I have fallen under this collective enchantment, most recently at the March for Women’s Lives in Washington D.C. on April 22, 2004, where the pleasure, strength and empowerment I felt while collectively marching and shouting until my voice was raw, did not completely dispel my bewilderment at the unproductive, nonsensical nature of screaming “Choice! Choice! Choice!” at anti-choice, anti-abortion activists who were on the side-lines screaming back “What about the baby’s choice? What about the baby’s choice?” Adorno recognizes this tendency when he writes: “Instead of arguments one meets standardized slogans, which apparently are distributed by leaders and their acolytes.”82 At the same time, the desire to join the march was also compelled by the sense of urgency and necessity of the times. The dizzying pleasure of collective unity was also tinged with the critical perspective of women and men who have been fighting for a woman’s right to choice for a very long time, and the unpalatable and exasperated feeling that we needed to do it yet once again.

It is important to note that Adorno does not completely disparage praxis, because he understands it as a reflex of necessity (“Lebensnotwendigkeit”- literally, a resourcefulness of life) that acts as a defense mechanism. People protect themselves from resignation and hopelessness with praxis. And he would, of course, not begrudge a march on Washington or an anti-war rally, as long as it was acknowledged on some level that “The goal of real praxis would be its own abolition.”83 Instead of being a form of “crisis management” that simply reinforces conformity, real praxis works towards the moment of its own dispensability—the Utopian state in which there would be no real need for such praxis. In other words, praxis, like Adorno’s understanding of negativity, is a result of “the wrong state of things.” In a compassionate and just society, praxis would be unnecessary. This is one of Adorno’s great insights into the dialectical nature of praxis. Praxis works towards its own abolition—a Utopian point at which praxis becomes obsolete.

How does any of this illuminate the strange event of the bared breasts, my initial point of departure? The central tension that prompts the students to act out against Adorno arises from a fissure between theory and praxis. When we look closely at Adorno’s work, we see that this is one of his fundamental concerns. He problematizes this distinction by recasting it as the problem of the division of mental and physical labor, which he further clarifies and discusses as the reified duality of mind and body, and which he, in turn, transforms into a discussion about the troubled relationship between subject and object. The force of the students’ action that day was directed, as I mentioned earlier, towards theory as it is understood as a sort of “male fantasy.” The delusion of an autonomous intellect—whether conceived of as pure reason, spirit, or intention—freed from material constraints is radically challenged by the negativity of the body, a negativity or absence that is made obvious only in its uncomfortable presence in the intellectual space of the seminar room that day.

It is troubling, in a way, that the body seems to always play a central role in feminist theory. Feminist struggles have hovered over issues related to the body—contraception, the right to abortion, maternity rights, rape, self-defense, body image, and pornography, etc. However, there has also been a lingering ambivalence about casting women’s oppression and liberation in corporeal terms.

The body conjures up allegations of a-historicity, essentialism, and biologism— loaded terms that feminists might rather avoid. Essentialism, as it is commonly understood, is the belief in a real and true essence of things, and the accompanying notion that there are “invariable and fixed properties which define the ‘whatness’ of a given entity.”84 For women, the body has long been the locus of essence, and thereby repression. Women have been linked with, reduced to, and projected as the body. The humbling, contaminating, threatening and tempting characteristics of the flesh have been culturally encoded as female. This is, of course, only one side of the dualist axis, the characteristics of nobility, pureness, and transcendence being the other. Woman’s liberation seems to be predicated precisely on liberating women from this identity with the body, freeing her from an “essential” notion of herself.

Liberation and freedom, however, cannot be predicated on a rupture or separation from the body. Adorno’s critique of epistemology and efforts to reconcile mind and body through a process that does not collapse difference helps us to think dialectically about the body and out of this contradiction.

The body is, to borrow Adorno’s formulation, both the “splinter in the eye” and the “best magnifying glass.”85 While the students challenged this mode of identity thinking with the immediacy of the body, the solution, for Adorno, is found in the reconciliation of mind and body, which is presented in his work as the reconciliation of subject and object. To reconcile is neither to collapse difference, nor to radically hypostasize it. Difference is preserved between the two without doing violence to the object by liquidating its otherness. In recent discourse, the notion of incommensurability has gathered steam as a way of discussing the object without giving in to the compulsion of the self-identity of the subject.

“Incommensurability is the only way,” one critic writes, “to resist the powerful sway of the subject and preserve any semblance of difference in the object.”86 For Adorno, this state of total disjunction and alienation is undesirable. Even as he wants to retain the moment of non-identity between subject and object and avoid granting priority to either, he also wants to place them within a relationship of reciprocity. Adorno evocatively describes this process:


Approaching knowledge of the object is the act in which the subject rends the veil it is weaving around the object. It can do this only where, fearlessly passive, it entrusts itself to its own experience … The subject is the object’s agent, not its constituent; this fact has consequences for the relation of theory and practice.87



Adorno’s use of language here is highly suggestive—an experience that verges on erotic surrender. Critical in the above quote is the emphasis on the passivity of the subject and of thought itself. This kind of reciprocal relationship between subject and object maintains a fidelity to the object, or what Adorno calls the “preponderance of the object.”

In relation to our discussion above, it is only when the mind becomes an agent of the body, or when theory becomes an agent of praxis, that reconciliation is possible. Reconciliation is therefore understood as the moment of nonidentity, where neither mind nor body, theory nor praxis, subject nor object is granted priority over one or the other. Ultimately, however, in reified society, this reconciliation remains a Utopian promise, and whether it is the troubled relationship between mind and body, the tension between theory and praxis, the division of intellectual or manual labor, or that between subject and object, they remain examples of “torn halves of an integral freedom, to which they do not add up.”88





 

Feminist Interlude II

Entanglement: Remembering Gretel Karplus Adorno


In the night before I drift away, I would dream: the reason I am not abandoned by metaphysical hope is not because I hang onto life so dearly, but because I want to wake up with Gretel.1

—Theodor Adorno



It is easy to forget or repress the actual labor that goes into producing philosophy. Intellectual works often seem to just magically materialize in their finished state, products of pure mind and spirit. It is characteristic of thinkers to present the creation of knowledge as an effortless, unmediated reflection of reality that is free from cultural, social and political influences. In this way, texts appear to be more objective and authoritative, enforcing the hierarchical structure of mind over matter. Adorno often disparagingly refers to this division of intellectual and manual labor as the “Taylorism of the Spirit.” The “principles of scientific management” articulated in Fredrick Winslow Taylor’s influential book of 1911 are internalized and rule so efficiently that an individual’s body and mind are as far and estranged from one another as the assembly line is from the corner office. One of the apparent contradictions that emerges from a closer investigation into Adorno’s life and the division of intellectual and manual labor is his own working relationship with his wife, who laboriously typed from dictation and edited virtually all of his manuscripts. In this interlude, I want to remember Margarete Karplus Adorno. In doing so, I will need to turn the gaze to Adorno’s own life and conduct, which was fraught in so many ways with contradictions. I do this not intending to moralize, but to ruminate on the unrelenting dialectic of theory and practice.

When one enters the small quarters of the Adorno Archiv on Friedberger Anlage 24, in a picturesque suburb of Frankfurt, one is immediately embraced by the “Gemütlichkeit of the surroundings. It feels as if one has entered a familiar café rather than the archive of one of Germany’s greatest intellectuals. In the center of the small main room stands Adorno’s grand piano. Adorno’s library has been preserved exactly as he left it, surrounding the main room protected by glass shelving. There is the faint smell of coffee drifting in from the machine down the hall where Rolf Tiedemann, the editor of Adorno’s collected works and the head of the archive, devoutly works everyday. When one enters the back room where all the manuscripts are kept, the mood is immediately altered. The sheer magnitude of numbered and shelved manuscripts that line the walls from floor to ceiling is overwhelming. Adorno was a meticulous writer who began each project in a small spiral bound notebook that he carried with him at all times. He dictated his notes from here onto pages that were typed double-spaced with extra-wide margins. He revised these typed pages, often so completely that there was absolutely nothing of the typed material preserved and everything had been replaced by a new handwritten version.2 It is even more stunning when one remembers that these pages were virtually all typed by Adorno’s wife, Gretel.

Gretel Karplus married Adorno in 1937, after 14 years of courtship. And while she stood in his shadow for the thirty-one years that they were married, she was an accomplished intellectual in her own right. In her early twenties, she finished her studies in Berlin under the direction of Max Born and received a doctorate in chemistry with a dissertation entitled, “Über die Einwirkung von Calciumhydrid auf Ketone,” a topic that was probably far beyond Theodor Adorno’s field of comprehension. Gretel took it upon herself to understand her husband’s work, and it is with her vision and labor and economic support that many of his manuscripts were completed. She was the manager of her family’s successful leather factory, where she worked until it was no longer possible as a Jew in Germany. The money she earned helped to finance many of Adorno and Walter Benjamin’s undertakings. She immigrated to Merton Oxford, in order to keep Adorno company, and followed him to America after that. The inability to find a job in the United States due to her immigration status greatly saddened her. She expressed how the language and culture barriers prevented her from thinking of the United States as any place other than a place of exile. Many of her family members were killed in concentration camps, but she was happy to return back to Frankfurt with Adorno after the war. Because of her contributions, she was granted the status of a full member of the Institute (wissenschaftliche Mitarbeiterin). When Adorno died, she stayed in their apartment in Frankfurt and dedicated her efforts to establishing the Adorno Archiv.

In the foreword to the Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer acknowledge her contribution and write, “In the extension of our theory and the accompanying mutual experiences Gretel Adorno has been a precious helper.”3 She is often said to have insisted that Adornos work was more important than her own life. This strikes a feminist nerve with us today. She was always the first to read, approve or censure Adorno’s works, and she was both an editor and collaborator, unafraid to interject her incisive comments and criticism. She was such a ferocious critic that Adorno referred to her in his letters as “the vulture” (Lämmergeier). Yet she remained the “precious helper” in the introductions of his books. Inscriptions and forewords of books are the places where collaborations with women are most often relegated.

Her nickname, which was given to her by Walter Benjamin, was Felizitas (although she spelled it Felicitas), taken from a character in Willhem Speyers’ “Ein Mantel, ein Hut, eine Handschuh.” Adorno was the first to call her Gretel, even as she often told people how she disliked it because it reminded her too much of the Grimm’s fairytales. While Adorno maintained the more formal form of address “Sie” with Benjamin, she used the familiar “Du” form. With the recent publication of her copious, intimate and confessional-like epistolary exchange with Benjamin, it seems that Benjamin and she were perhaps more than just friends. She addresses him often as if he were her lover:


No one knows about Detlef and Felicitas, and even I only intuit our relationship, and so how can I even talk about it. Nevertheless, it is despite its uncertainty, perhaps the most secure thing in my life, and the one thing I want to depend on without having to always be afraid and watchful. Forgive me if I am saying too much today, otherwise I would suffocate (October 25, 1933).4



Their intimate letters ranged from the mundane to the theoretically abstract and philosophical. In most of her letters, there is an invocation of Teddie, whom she often refers to as her “problem child” (Sorgenkind.) In the triangle of their relationship, she played the role of mediator between the two whenever they disagreed or quarreled. She writes in one letter:


Teddie sent you the Uncle Tom Manuscript in the summer and has waited with longing since then for your opinion and a letter. He seems somewhat upset that he hasn’t heard anything from you, even more so because you immediately answered Dolf Sternberger. … It would be so easy for you to fix everything with a letter. After such a long silence, your critique will unfortunately seem biased, but you will find the appropriate words. After a year of separation, everything seems easily so different, and I would be inconsolable if your relationship with one another became marred by this. Please, darling, help me like you did in January of 1933. I am happy that our letters have stayed lively and I am sure that we will soon be back in contact.5



She was largely responsible for saving Walter Benjamin’s manuscripts when he was on the run, moving almost daily from place to place, and she supported him financially while he was working on the Arcades Project, which she championed from the beginning.


And now to the subject that is closest to my heart; the Arcades Project. I think back to the conversation that we had in Denmark and I am embarrassed that I have no idea what your plans are for completing it. I am astonished that Fritz is supporting the notes, so are you thinking of it as a work for the Journal? I actually see an immense danger in this because the space is relatively too small and you will not be able to write the big philosophical work that your true friends have been waiting for years for, but as long as that is what you want it to be … Everything that jeopardizes the work should be kept with great pains as far away as possible, and everything that helps to further it should be kept as dear as possible.6



Gretel was Benjamin’s confidante, persuader, coaxer and moral booster. She challenges the Institute’s meddling with Benjamin’s efforts to complete his masterwork and reveals the deep intellectual interest she had in his development and efforts.

The quote that opens this interlude was written on a slip of paper that Gretel found long after Adorno died. It is a poignant attempt to render into language an inexpressible relationship that Adorno and Gretel shared. “Caring” (Sorgsam), “tolerant” (großzügig), and “fearless trust” (angstloses Vertrauen) are words that Adorno repeatedly uses in his philosophy to describe the way he understands the relationship between subject and object and the moment of nonidentity. Without a doubt, the personal experience of his relationship with Gretel Karplus helped him to formulate his understanding of this intimate philosophical relationship. One of my favorite Adorno expressions is the following: “We become free human beings not by each of us realizing ourselves as individuals, but rather in that we go out of ourselves, enter into relation with others, and in a certain sense relinquish ourselves to them.”7

Gretel’s relationship with Adorno was just this sort of liberating entanglement. At one point in Minima Moralia, Adorno writes: “He who stands aloof runs the risk of believing himself better than others and misusing his critique of society as an ideology for his private interest.”8 Aloofness is a facile and sanitized way of life that is often accompanied with a self-satisfied sense of noncontradiction and moral certitude. In other words, what Adorno called a homogenized life, or “life not living.” The alternative, which is guaranteed to be messy, but one that embraces the density of experience is one of entanglement (Verstrickung), a word that one finds throughout Adorno’s philosophy. Adorno closes this same aphorism with these haunting words: “There is no way out of entanglement. The only responsible course is to deny oneself the ideological misuse of one’s own existence, and for the rest to conduct oneself in private as modestly, unobtrusively and unpretentiously as is required, no longer by good upbringing, but by the shame of still having air to breathe, in hell.” 9 Many have noted the evocation of a self-imposed ascesis. Although it is a fine line, Adorno nevertheless draws one between being aloof and an asceticism that maintains entanglements. Jamie Owen Daniel has insightfully noted how Hegel’s solution to the “problem of the persistent itch of the body” is to free pure spirit from its “entanglement in matter.” In great contrast, Adorno praises the contradictions between spirit or mind and body, because they are the “last epistemological quiver of the somatic element, before that element is totally expelled.”10 Daniel summarizes it beautifully: “For Adorno, the last unrelenting tremor of the body’s desire is something to be cherished and even cultivated.”11

Adorno’s many entanglements have become more public during the recent celebrations surrounding the centennial of his birth. In addition to his long-term affair with Charlotte Alexander, about whom he wrote unscrupulous and painstakingly detailed letters to his mother, he had other more casual infatuations and flirtations. There is also the beguiling diary entry that details a sado-masochistic like encounter with someone named Carol.12 Remembering Gretel brings together intimately the personal with the political. Unlike other chauvinist philosophers or writers such as Bertolt Brecht, whose own theory of “crude thinking” (plumpes Denken) practically facilitates his more vulgar attitudes and behavior toward women, Adorno’s elegance, tenderness and sanctimonious prose sets himself up for a more stringent feminist critique. The contradictions in Adorno’s thought and life are a poignant example of the restless movement of the dialectic. The density of experience that an embodied life necessarily entails will be filled with entanglements and contradictions of all kinds. The totally administered society is marked by homogeneity and compulsion to erase these moments of tension. Adorno’s philosophy and life shows us that liberating ourselves from this state requires a vision that can include contradictions; one that does not try to dictate desire.





 

Chapter Three

“The Most Forgotten Alien Land”: Adorno’s Essay on Kafka


The most forgotten alien land is one’s own body …

—Walter Benjamin



Franz Kafka has been called a “pre-cursor of critical theory”1 and the “poetic ideal of negative dialectics.”2 In this chapter, I will explore the elective affinity between Kafka’s literature and Adorno’s philosophy. The hermetic quality of Kafka’s writings does not allow for facile consumption, and it is precisely this resistance, both formal and thematic, to interpretation that Adorno admires. “Every sentence says ‘interpret me,’” Adorno writes in describing the strange allure of Kafka, “and none will permit it.”3 Adorno’s own philosophy shares this quality. Whether it is the pithy maxims of Minima Moralia or the enormous blocks of text that confront the reader of Negative Dialectics, Adorno’s works beckon, but are often as impenetrable. The most conspicuous similarity between Kafka and Adorno is found in the way that the body is the locus of both negativity and hope. The body is where domination and suffering are made manifest; yet at the same time, the site that offers the hidden promise of happiness. No matter how bleak or oppressive the situation, hope is present in Kafka’s fiction and Adorno’s philosophy. Domination is not yet complete and the human subject is not yet completely impotent. Hope lingers in the elusive terrain of the body, which proves for both Adorno and Kafka to be deeply duplic-itous, something that can both be subversive and affirmative, instinctual and rational, both poison and cure. This marks the dialectical nature of the body. Adorno’s essay “Notes on Kafka” is a good focal point for examining the kindred aspects of their thought because it thematizes a nexus of corporeal issues including alienation and forgetting, gesture, disembodiment, and mimesis. In addition to examining these issues, I will establish a constellation of literary and historical events that illuminates Adorno’s notoriously complex essay and situates the body within the history of his intellectual thought.

Penned between 1942–1953, Adorno’s “Notes on Kafka” is one of his most comprehensive works about any single literary figure. Adorno’s essay has typically been read as a cannibalization of Benjamin’s Kafka essay that first appeared in the Jüdische Rundschau in 1934. Benjamin’s work provoked and generated the so-called “Kafka-Symposium,” the emotional and intellectual dispute that occurred between Adorno, Bertolt Brecht, Werner Kraft, Ernst Bloch and Gershom Scholem that used Benjamin’s work as a foil for arguing the conditions of possibility for a dialectical materialism. This debate becomes part of the intellectual baggage that Adorno brings with him to his own work and establishes the theoretical backdrop for the “Notes on Kafka.” Throughout this chapter, therefore, Benjamin’s work will be an important point of reference for my discussion, since virtually all of the issues related to the body are found in both essays. Through this comparison and contrast, however, I will show how Adorno’s Kafka essay is of interest as much for what he strategically borrows from Benjamin as for what he makes uniquely his own.

Adorno’s writings on literature have not received the critical attention that his philosophical works or his social theories have commanded. He did not even venture into literary criticism until late in his intellectual life and the majority of his reflections on literature were not published until 1965 in the four-volume series Notes to Literature. This work is an eclectic collection that ranges from pithy reflections on titles and punctuation to involved close readings of major authors and works. Adorno’s essays on literature do not bear much resemblance to conventional forms of literary criticism. In other words, Adorno avoids any type of explication de texte, symbolic readings, or attempts of making sense of the text as a whole. “The Essay as Form,” the piece that introduces the Notes to Literature, describes in nuce how Adorno believes literary criticism should proceed, and it can be read in part as a propaedeutic to his Kafka essay. Just as literature takes a critical posture towards social reality by means of form and style, and not simply by its content, literary criticism should also be structured according to certain formal qualities. His writings on literature take an essayistic form that maintain a fragmentary quality, and address what he describes as “the moment of reflection” rather than a development of plot or character. Even the word “essay,” derived from the French “essayer,” which translates into English as “to try,” denotes an approach that is an exercise in deliberate incompleteness and open-ended writing. It is precisely the form of the essay that allows the critic to explore the margins and boundaries of a text—those moments that are most often left unexamined, forgotten and repressed. In the “Notes on Kafka,” these moments are configured around the body



The fragmentary quality of the essay is also reflected in its content, which is not traditionally scientific or philosophical—in other words not a universal or eternal object of study—but rather a moment of thought that is usually lost and considered unimportant or trivial in other approaches. The essay “rebels against the doctrine, deeply rooted since Plato, that what is transient and ephemeral is unworthy of philosophy—that old injustice done to the transitory …”4 This mindfulness of evanescence distinguishes the essay from other discourses or methods. It also warrants its truth content. Adorno explains: “This is why the essay refuses to be intimidated by the depraved profundity according to which truth and history are incompatible and opposed to one another. If truth has in fact a temporal core, then the full historical content becomes an integral moment in the essay.”5 This understanding of history has implications for Adorno’s understanding of literary interpretation, which is released from traditional methodological constraints and is free to include biographical, anecdotal and other historical material. At the same time, this notion of historicity extends to the reader/interpreter, which means that meaning is not reduced to prior authorial intention, but is necessarily bound to the context in which the work is read. As Adorno forcefully argues, “I believe that the substance of a work of art begins precisely where the author’s intention stops; the intention is extinguished in the substance.”6 This notion is particularly relevant to the interpretation of Kafka, which has traditionally been entangled in confounding and conflicting discussions about authorial intent. Adorno best puts it when he suggests: “The artist is not obliged to understand his own art, and there is particular reason to doubt whether Kafka was capable of such understanding.”7 When Adorno wrote the Kafka essay, he was particularly infuriated by the fanatical attempts by critics to locate a secret or universal key (Universalschlüssel) to the interpretation of Kafka’s texts in his personal letters and diaries.8 Adorno’s own essay purposefully avoids alluding and relying on biographical references.

Curiosity (Neugier), which Adorno calls “the pleasure principle of thought (das Lustprinzip des Gedankens),” is the characteristic that animates the essay. Once again, as I discussed in Chapter 2, Adorno uses libidinal language to playfully convey the sensual nature of thought. Adorno celebrates the essay’s capacity to proceed from a tentative, questioning position, which is a distinctive character of curiosity. When one approaches something with curiosity, it is not with an agenda or intent, but with a pure desire to know. In the Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer argued that curiosity implicitly challenges Western Culture’s antagonism to pleasure (Gliicksfeindschaft). Curiosity does this by stimulating and thwarting the mind-numbing repetitive products of the culture industry. “Glück,” or happiness, always occurs in Adorno’s works in conjunction with what Adorno considers true knowledgethis is knowledge received from, and not imposed on, the object. This kind of receptive knowledge is characteristic of the essay and is what distinguishes it from other forms of writing that claim to “create” knowledge:


The essay, however, does not let its domain be prescribed for it. Instead of accomplishing something scientifically or creating something artistically, its efforts reflect the leisure of a childlike person who has no qualms about taking his inspiration from what others have done before him. The essay reflects what is loved and hated instead of presenting the mind as creation ex nihilo on the model of an unrestrained work ethic. Luck and play are essential to it.9



The essay is an example of thinking “mortal thoughts” because it deliberately eschews any claims of creating knowledge ex nihilo. From this modest position, Adorno also describes what he understands intellectual history to bethe “unscrupulous” borrowing of what others have already said and done. I find the above quote so charming, because when one begins to take Adorno’s argument that negativity is the “wrong state of things” seriously, his relentless pursuit of happiness emerges. I am reminded here of the closing sentences of his essay “Resignation,” which he first gave as a radio broadcast. It is quite a remarkable invocation of what is often characterized as a whimsical emotion in the discipline of philosophy. “The happiness that dawns in the eye of the thinking person is the happiness of humanity. The universal tendency of oppression is opposed to thought as such. Thought is happiness, even where it defines unhappiness: by enunciating it. By this alone happiness reaches into the universal unhappiness.”10 The use of the essay form in order to give expression and engender happiness was Adorno’s cunning way of philosophizing without surrendering to the normal constraints of the discipline and discourse of philosophy.

Adorno’s description of the process of thought as “childlike,” and the emphasis on essential aspects of “luck” and “play” are a deliberate challenge to the rigid four rules of “indubitable certainty” laid out by Descartes in his Discourse on Method, a text that Adorno describes with antipathy as the “foundation of western science and theory.” Written in 1637, the Discourse on Method was the first work that Descartes published. He had destroyed an earlier manuscript entitled Cosmos, after Galileo Galileo was condemned and forced to repent by the Inquisition in 1632. The Discourse can be read as yet another consequent moment in the “dialectic of Enlightenment” in so far as up to that point, religion, myth and superstition are the only forms of evidence accepted as a gauge for veracity. Descartes’ Discourse lays down four rules that establish reason as the only acceptable form of evidence. This development of human reason is instrumental in the dialectic of self-preservation and self-loss. Descartes relates in the Discourse how he identifies these rules of certainty as he wanders through the streets of Germany contemplating the architecture of Leipzig. He decides that buildings that are improved upon through additions and remodeled by architects other than the original architect are not as “elegant” or “commodious” as those that have maintained their original design. Descartes notes that “there is seldom so much perfection in works composed of many separate parts,”11 from which he determines to tear down everything he has learned and accepted as true thus far since this knowledge is the result of many previous thinkers and “to ascertain the true method by which to arrive at the knowledge of whatever lay within the compass of my powers.”12 I will quote Descartes at length here in order to show how Adorno subverts each of the four fundamental points of the Cartesian method. Descartes methodically and efficiently describes it this way:


The first was never accept anything for true which one does not clearly know to be such; that is to say, carefully to avoid precipitancy and prejudice, and to comprise nothing more in my judgment then what was presented to my mind so clearly and distinctly as to exclude all ground of doubt.

 

The second, to divide each of the difficulties under examination into as many parts as possible, and as might be necessary for its adequate solution.

 

The third, to conduct my thoughts in such an order that, by commencing with objects the simplest and easiest to know, I might ascend by little and little, and, as it were, step by step, to the knowledge of the more complex; assigning in thought a certain order even to those objects which in their own nature do not stand in relation of antecedents and sequence.

 

And the last, in every case to make enumerations so complete, and reviews so general that I might be assured that nothing was omitted.13



Descartes’ rules can be considered to be a sort of “aesthetics of thought” since his epistemology is literally shaped by questions of form as inspired by his architectural tour. Adorno, in turn, insists that the essay as form flauntingly disregards each of these propositions. First, the essay, by definition, is an exercise in uncertainty. As an essay, attempt or Versuch, the essay as form defies the arrogance of thought and with trepidation ventures forth into an arena “in which thought’s Utopian vision of hitting the bulls eye is united with the consciousness of its own fallibility and provisional character.”14 Secondly, Descartes’ contention that an object is a whole that can simply be broken down into its reciprocal parts is exploded by the essay’s refusal to look at objects as a totality that can be merely understood as a sum of its parts. Descartes’ third proposition is turned upside down because the essay starts from the most complex, disregarding the prevailing forms of reason and thereby avoiding the usual approach that ends up in a set of usual truisms. Finally, the essay as a form thwarts Descartes’ fourth rule that insists on not leaving anything out through exhaustive enumeration, by unequivocally demanding discontinuity and incompleteness. As Adorno insists: “The insistence on the continuity of thought’s process tends to prejudice the inner coherence of the object, its own harmony … Discontinuity is essential to the essay; its concern is always a conflict brought to a stillstand.”15 Whereas Descartes’ method is oriented towards comprehensiveness and totality in order to avoid conflicts in thought, the essay seeks in its deliberate assault on totality to arrest and set conflict at a “still-stand.”

The essay’s defiance of these principles brings it close to an aesthetic language. Peter Hohendahl beautifully describes it this way: “The essay, Adorno submits, partakes of the possibilities of the non-conceptual without becoming art.”16 In other words, concerns for “rightness” are of greater importance than rules of philosophic or discursive logic. This impulse to transform philosophy from a rigid logical practice into more of an art form was even evident in Adorno’s performative lecture style. The composer Dieter Schnebel recounts one of Adorno’s lectures as if it were a musical performance. “One would be completely aware of how musical the lecture was. There were clearly defined musical subjects, melodic themes of great tenderness, passages where the development would rapidly change the character of the lecture. Reprises that created reminiscences of earlier passages and finally the piece would die away with a long drawn out Coda, which would suddenly bluntly end … Adorno sang his lectures from his notes.”17 It is reported that many times, Adorno would leave the lecture podium as excited as an actor leaving the stage, and ask his colleagues for their review: “Wasn’t I unusually good?”18 His own sense of self was divided between his identity as a musician and as a philosopher. In the essay form, he was freed from the conventional rules of philosophical discourse. Adorno embraces the emancipatory potential of the essay, because it shuns serious attempts to “prove a point,” or follow an intentional course of argumentation. The essay is, therefore not part of any system of thought, but free to unfold according to its own logic. He suggests that because of the intellectual freedom that the essay evokes it also arouses resistance. Because it is no longer referential to something else, it is self-referential and autonomous. It is therefore not in any way complicit in systems of thought that attempt to postulate a given totality or truth. It is this moment of freedom that Adorno celebrates in the essay. Masquerading as a trivial endeavor, the essay can be understood, quite literally, as a form of resistance. In this way, the essay is a prime example of the Frankfurt School’s notion of “Kritik” a form of critical intervention in the public sphere. Adorno’s essays challenge the coercive dominant order through the autonomy of form. One of the dominant characteristics of his thought is his consistent belief in the shattering power of form and its relationship to autonomy, which is also the bulwark to his defense of modernism.

AUTONOMOUS ART

Adorno’s best defense of autonomy can be found in one of the most influential debates in twentieth century literary criticism, namely, the argument that takes place in the early 1960’s between György Lukács, Brecht and Adorno concerning the relationship between aesthetics and politics. Kafka plays a central role in this debate, and many of the arguments Adorno first develops here against Lukács are incorporated into the “Notes on Kafka.” Adorno has been transparently characterized as “apolitical” or “resigned” because of his ambivalence towards committed art, which is a misleading caricature that evolved from his truculent stance in this debate. This discussion is of critical importance for situating Adorno’s Kafka essay, because it clarifies what Adorno means by autonomous art, and establishes Kafka as its principal literary representative.

In 1958, Lukács’ Realism in Our Time; Literature and the Class Struggle was published in West Germany. The basic ideas presented in this text were similar to those that he had consistently espoused in earlier works. He presented a defense of “socialist realism” arguing that literature “ought” to represent the “social totality” by constructing a coherent world grounded in a “concrete socialist perspective.”19 In other words, literature should adhere to the formal principles of realism, and address the principal evils in capitalist society: fragmentation, alienation, overspecialization, and anomie. Lukács makes a distinction between three major types of twentieth-century literature: modernism, critical realism, and socialist realism, typified by Franz Kafka, Thomas Mann, and Maxim Gorki. Both critical and socialist realism employed a socialist perspective “to describe the forces working towards socialism from the inside. “20 Modernism failed to adhere to any of the principles, formal, thematic or otherwise, necessary to adequately promote the socialist agenda. Lukács was particularly critical of Kafka, who represented the prototype of modernist art. Lukács argued that Kafka portrayed a vision of man who seemed terrified and helpless in an “utterly strange and hostile reality,” and reduced to “total impotence, and paralysis in the face of the unintelligible power of circumstance.”21 The fragmented world that Kafka reproduced in his works, according to Lukács, served only to present “an allegory of transcendent Nothingness.”22 In response, Adorno wrote a scathing essay on Lukäcs entitled, “Extorted Reconciliation.” There were perhaps no two Marxist intellectuals that lived the struggle against social injustice as differently as Lukács and Adorno, and in this inflammatory article their differences erupt. Adorno accuses Lukács of underestimating the “constitutive formality of the work of art,” especially when it came to works of modernism. Adorno’s emphatic stress on the importance of form is central to his defense of autonomy. He takes issue with Lukács’ narrow definition of realism, by arguing that modernist works are more genuinely “realistic” because they provided a “negative knowledge” of socio-historical reality. In other words, they revealed what the forces of capitalism under the principles of exchange tended to cover up. Adorno further argued that works that were classified by Lukács as socialist realist were technically regressive because they originated in backward social forces of production and were in the service of hiding repressive features of Soviet Bloc countries.23 Adorno argued that Lukács reenacts the Hegelian “extorted reconciliation” by insisting that the role of literature is to resolve contradictions instead of preserving them. Adorno, following Marx, criticizes Hegel for assuming that the subject’s experience of alienation moves inexorably to self-recognition in its objectifications. Hegel reifies Geist into a deified subjectivity in his attempt to envelop otherness in an all-encompassing subjectivity. Adorno argues that alienation is not necessarily a moment that must lead to identity between the subject and object. “A successful work … is not one which resolves objective contradictions in a spurious harmony, Adorno wrote, “but one which expresses the idea of harmony negatively by embodying the contradictions, pure and uncompromised, in its innermost structure.”24 Instead of resolving contradictions and attempting to re-present a “social totality” Adorno argued that works of art should stand up to the “ontology of false conditions” by rejecting the category of totality and “contradict the unfreedom of the social whole” by eliciting the evanescent and fragmentary. At the same time, he admitted that art works presented only a fleeting glimpse and momentary experience of freedom. For Adorno, art without autonomy loses its negative and critical potential and becomes a mere instrument for either political activism or just another affirmation of the status quo. Lukács responded by accusing Adorno of moving into the “Grand Hotel Abyss” where the “daily contemplation of the abyss … can only heighten the enjoyment of the subtle comforts offered.”25 Critics have noted Adorno’s “comfortable” position during this period. While Lukács wrote his essay under the repressive Soviet regime, and was thus in one way resisting police culture, Adorno published his essay in “Die Monat,” a journal created by the US Army and financially supported by the Central Intelligence Agency. Adorno was therefore in one respect supporting a police culture.

Adorno’s “Notes on Kafka” is also responding in part to Jean Paul Sartre’s watershed essay “What is Literature?” which had just been translated and published in Germany in 1948. Adorno’s vehement insistence on the significance of the autonomy of Kafka’s works challenges Sartre’s influential argument for committed writers, the potentiality of prose and the meaning of literature. According to Adorno, the theory of commitment “degrades word and form to a mere means, to an element in the context of the work’s coherence and logic, which are no longer to develop in accordance with the law of their own truth but are to follow the line of least resistance in the consumer.”26 Adorno favors the formal qualities of a work over the “message,” as he did when he argued the merits of the essay. According to Adorno, committed artworks sacrifice the freedom that autonomy offers. In addition, Adorno questioned the cultural-revolutionary aspirations of committed art, which attempts to self-indulgently demand rather than compel change. “Kafka’s prose … has an effect by comparison with which officially committed works look like pantomime … The inescapability of their works compels the change of attitude which committed works merely demand.”27 This quote underscores the dialectical nature of Adorno’s argument for autonomous art. Even as autonomous artworks distance themselves in an effort to resist the forces of commodification and standardization, they are by this very nature fully involved in the process of cultural transformation. This kind of defense of autonomous art as socially critical distinguishes itself from a pure aesthetic appeal for autonomy, such as l’art pour l’art. Adorno does not suggest that works of art “ought” to be autonomous, but interprets the necessity of autonomous art from the reified conditions of the empirical world.

A strand of this argument, developing out of Adorno’s negative feelings about commitment, which brings us incidentally back to the body, is his exploration of spontaneity. Commitment implies intentionality on the author or artist’s part, which is not a viable form of defiance because of the way that Adorno understands power and domination over the body. He believed that the mechanisms of power and control were no longer content with simply impeding, submitting or destroying the body, but had become constitutive; in other words, a power that was so internalized and accepted and one that had so manipulated our desires that the individual subject generated and produced the mechanisms of control through norms and habits.28 Adorno’s unwavering commitment to self-reflexivity and suspicion of intentionality stems from this understanding of how power functions. This relationship between autonomy and spontaneity will be further discussed below in relation to gestures, which are revealing expressions of evanescent moments of freedom precisely because they do not rely on intentional language (meinende Sprache).29

BENJAMIN’S KAFKA ESSAY

Benjamin’s 1934 essay on Kafka is a landmark from a methodological standpoint. His reading of Kafka challenged the two predominant modes of interpreting Kafka at the time. “There are two ways to miss the point in Kafka’s works.” Benjamin wrote in a letter to Gershom Scholem, “One is to interpret them naturally, and the other is the supernatural interpretation.”30 Benjamin sought to go beyond the “natural’ or empirical interpretation and the “supernatural” or theological interpretations of Kafka by moving dialectically between the two. He did this by employing supernatural elements—such as mystical and kabalist images—to interpret the empirical aspects of Kafka’s writings, and natural elements—such as material and social descriptions—to interpret the supernatural. For example, bureaucratic, monolithic and oppressive settings that were usually assumed to represent bourgeois Germany and Czarist Russia were read by Benjamin through the lens of legends from the Talmud and gandharvas from Indian mythology. In contrast, he read the mythical passages in Kafka, such as the animal allegories, as examples of how life and work are organized in human society. Benjamin interpreted Kafka’s disturbing figures and images as the result of the distorting effects of social organization. One example of this is his interpretation of The Trial, which is often read as a horrific modern representation of the biblical Last Judgment. Instead, Benjamin analyzes the story as a metaphor for class revolution. Benjamin named this moving between the two poles of theology and dialectical materialism “profane illumination.”

The thematic focus of Benjamin’s Kafka essay is on alienation and forgetting associated with the body. The essay is scattered throughout with Benjamin’s blend of corporeal materialism, which can best be described as one part theology and one part Brecht. Benjamin’s Talmudic and Kabalistic interests impart a sensuous and emotional feeling to his references to the body, while Brecht’s influence adds a cruder “Sauerkraut and Wurst”31 materialism such as the kind epitomized in Baal. Adorno believed that Benjamin kept theology and materialism too distinct and separate, and often referred to this shortcoming as the “Janus face” of Benjamin’s theory. He reproached Benjamin for failing to demonstrate an adequately dialectical approach, and his critique of Benjamin initiated an intriguing literary discussion that takes place in the 1930’s, which has been simply named the “Kafka-Symposium.” The symposium took the form of epistolary exchanges between Benjamin, Werner Kraft, Gershom Scholem, Ernst Bloch, Bertolt Brecht and Adorno. These discussions are significant because of their contribution to Adorno’s intellectual development. Of all the participants of the so-called Kafka-Symposium, Brecht was the most vociferous of the group. In one famous interchange, Brecht accused Benjamin of promoting “Jewish fascism” because of the overtly messianic overtones in the essay.32 Brecht regarded Kafka as “the only Bolshevik author,”33 and he argued that Benjamin’s essay ignored this by increasing obscurity in Kafka’s writing instead of dispersing it. Scholem, on the other hand, argued that Benjamin had rendered Kafka too transparent and should have proceeded more theologically. Scholem considered Kafka to be the “linguistic paraphrase of a divine judgment.”34 Adorno’s response to Benjamin’s essay can be understood as both the epitome and elucidation of his intellectual relationship to Benjamin himself. On the one hand, he was filled with awe and respect for his older mentor, and shared his intellectual commitments. Adorno wrote in a letter, “Please don’t take it as presumptuous if I begin by saying that I was never so completely conscious of our central philosophical agreement as here.”35 During these debates, Adorno was forced to define himself in relation Benjamin, who was his senior by eleven years and who had acted as his mentor in the early part of their intellectual relationship. Adorno’s own Kafka essay can be read, in part, as an attempt to “correct” or amend aspects of Benjamin’s analysis and as a sort of statement of independence from Benjamin.

In Benjamin’s essay, the body is the material language of the unconscious. It is the space where that which has been forgotten or repressed returns. At one point in the essay, Benjamin provocatively writes, “… the most forgotten alien land is one’s own body.”36 The context for this quote is a Talmudic legend in which a village whose language can no longer be understood is interpreted as one’s own body. The body is described as an alien territory, a wasteland where the forgotten and not readily decipherable aspects of human experience have been stored and deposited. In Benjamin’s writing, the notion of alienation carries a psychoanalytical understanding rather than the meaning most often associated with ideology critique. When he wrote the Kafka essay in 1934, Benjamin was working through issues related to Freud and psychoanalysis.37 It is during this period that he develops some of his most engaging ideas, including his notion of a collective unconscious, and the prominence of dreams to the writing of history. Adorno seriously takes issue with several of Benjamin’s essays from this period because of the “undialectical approach” to psychoanalysis. In one instance, he criticizes the significance that Benjamin ascribes to Michelet’s quotation—Chaque époque rêve la suivante—to which Benjamin repeatedly refers. Benjamin adopted this phrase to represent the wish-fantasies of the populace. These dreams are the harbingers of the future that call upon a primal past that has been deposited in a collective conscious. Adorno disagreed with Benjamin in two ways. He did not accept Benjamin’s characterization of prehistory as a sort of “Golden Age,” and he did not accept the specious notion of a “collective unconscious” because he felt it obliterated the importance of a particular class-consciousness. Once again, Adorno felt that Benjamin was applying Freudian/Jungian concepts without the mediation. Adorno wrote to Benjamin on his use of the image of the dream: “If you transpose the dialectical image into consciousness as a dream … you also deprive it of the objective liberating power which would legitimate it in materialistic terms.”38 Freud’s influence is particularly evident in the Kafka essay, when one recalls the intriguing description of memory set forth in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1923), and the fascinating essay, “Note Upon the Mystic Writing Pad” (1925). In these two works, Freud first suggests that consciousness erects a protective shield (Reizschutz) to guard against the tenuous effects of old memories, new stimuli, and outside perceptions (Wahrnehmungen). The downside of the protective shield is that it interrupts and blocks the human sensorium and has the effect of anaesthetizing human beings, making humans increasingly like objects and less likely and able to function as feeling, sympathetic beings. Desensitized to the world around them, the forces of history trample the masses without them even being aware of it. In many of his other works, Benjamin explored the world of tactile stimuli. The best example of this can be found in his most well known essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” It is here where Benjamin suggests that the artistic medium of film produces a radically different and progressive consciousness, altering the very nature of sensual experience itself. Between the years of 1927–1934, Benjamin also engaged in a series of experiments with drugs in order to induce mind and body altering experiences, which were documented in his work, “Haschisch in Marseille.”39 In this work, Benjamin begins to explore the social side effects of drugs, and the possibility of reality, itself, working as a narcotic. Benjamin uses the word phantasmagoria to describe this effect. Unlike Freud’s notion of the protective shield that numbs the individual through the blocking of stimuli, phantasmagoria has an anaesthetic effect by over-stimulating and inundating the senses. Benjamin describes a process in which there is an experience of an altered consciousness, much like the one experienced under the influence of a drug, but through the process of sensory distraction rather than chemical alteration.40 Benjamin uses the example in The Arcades Project of the bourgeois interiors of the nineteenth century to elucidate the concept of phantasmagoria. “The furnishings provided a phantasmagoria of textures, tones and sensual pleasure that immersed the home dweller in a total environment, a privatized fantasy world that functioned as a protective shield for the senses and sensibilities of this new ruling class.”41 Benjamin documents the spread of phantasmagoria to public spaces in the Paris shopping arcades, where rows upon rows of commodities are set on display in the shopping windows that engulf the viewer in a simulated over-stimulated environment. Unlike a drug, which work in the interior world of the individual who has partaken of it, phantasmagoria is experienced collectively and externally. Therefore, the social significance of phantasmagoria is that it functions on an objective rather than subjective level. Everyone sees and experiences the same altered world. In this way, phantasmagoria manipulates the social totality and can become a means of social control. Benjamin recognizes that the control and mastery of sensory perception is critical to the domination of human beings.

The notion of phantasmagoria illuminates the meaning and significance of Benjamin’s elusive quote— “the most forgotten land is one’s own body.” As the sensory domain becomes dominated and invaded, the body becomes increasingly alienated and forgotten. Benjamin refers to Kafka’s story about Odradek—the uncanny lurking figure behind stairways—and the grotesque metamorphosis of Gregor Samsa to illustrate the effects of the process of forgetting on the body. Benjamin writes, “Odradek is the form things assume when the body is forgotten. It is distorted. The “cares of the family man,” which no one can identify, are distorted; the bug, of which we know all too well that it represents Gregor Samsa, is distorted.”42 This distortion is experienced in the lost “corporeal resemblance” (Leibähnlichkeit) and the forgotten dimension of human physicality.

Adorno’s essay on Kafka stealthily alludes to elements of Benjamin’s work. Something to keep in mind is that Adorno argues from a strikingly different historical and social context. Benjamin’s essay was written in 1934, and is a response to the rapidly deteriorating political situation in Germany. His gloomy tone is shot through with messianic hopefulness that reveals both Benjamin’s disappointment with contemporary political events, yet ever hopeful and optimistic outlook towards the future. Lamentably, Benjamin fatally misread the gravity of the European situation and did not anticipate the approaching horrors. Adorno’s own essay was drafted between 1942–1953, and reflects its own historical-political circumstances as much as Benjamin’s essay does. Adorno’s essay was written in the economic context of the so-called economic miracle (Wirtschaftswunder) in West Germany. This climate produced a renewed passion for the works of Kafka, and growing enthusiasm for the existentialist works of Jean Paul Sartre, Albert Camus, and Heidegger’s philosophy of ontology, all which acted as a counterweight to the initial euphoria of capitalist growth. The existentialist’s representation of the bleak human condition in an absurd world had a particular resonance for the German people, who had just experienced total defeat and were attempting to rationalize their guilt, fears, and desperation in the desolate psychological and emotional post-war landscape. The Kafka revival during this period fed this growing anxiety, and interpretations of Kafka leaned towards the existential and mystical. Adorno abhorred this direction of Kafka criticism because it reduced the integral complexity of Kafka’s writings to a set of bleak existentialist mantras about abstract nothingness and the lack of possibility for salvation. Adorno, however, interprets the relevance of Kafka in terms of his particular critique of identity logic and expands on Benjamin’s notion—“the most forgotten alien land is one’s own body” and reinterprets the concept of “alienation” within the parameters of Marx’s principle of exchange and reification. Adorno writes: “The crucial moment, however, towards which everything in Kafka is directed, is that in which men become aware that they are not themselves, that they themselves are things.”43 What Lukács called reifi-cation or Verdinglichung is applied by Adorno to human beings. In Adorno’s essay, he singles out Kafka’s ability to truthfully represent this assault on the human form, and at the same time show that the body is the material form that preserves the realm of the sensual, in both the form of suffering and pleasure—all that truly differentiates human beings from things.

FROM TALKING HEADS TO TALKING BODIES: ADORNO’S CRITIQUE OF LANGUAGE

Adorno, consistent with his mediated approach to the body, addresses the body in the Kafka essay through a critique of language. He does this by juxtaposing the poverty of language with the communicative nature of spontaneous gesture—the discursive and representational structures that revolve around unintentional expressions of the body. Adorno argues that Kafka’s attack on the “disguised domination” of the body is hidden in externalized gestures. These gestures are physical expressions that unintentionally convey that which cannot be communicated by the spoken word. Body language is a more capable means of communicating between people than language, which has fallen under the enchanting power of identity logic. In the “Notes on Kafka,” Adorno describes the current state of language as the “second Babylonian confusion.” In other words, in yet another example of mortals attempting to think “immortal thoughts,” human beings have made language a tool for mastery and control. Naming or identifying the object becomes a means of erasing particularity and obliterating difference. Following the logic of identity, language is an accomplice in the principled reduction of the objects of thought to a common measure. The cruel trick to this, in yet another instantiation of the dialectic of Enlightenment, is that forgetting the extent to which our own lives are embedded in language, human beings become captives of our own form of mastery. According to Adorno, Kafka’s texts are so powerful because they disrupt the system of identity, and expose the extent to which language is in collusion with irrational and destructive aspects of modern technological civilization. Kafka’s texts forcibly interrupt communication. The indeterminate nature of Kafka’s writing shatters the usual sense of comfort and communicability that language seems to offer. Unintelligibility renders the intelligible world suspect and shallow. Adorno reverses traditional Kafka criticism that reads indeterminacy in Kafka’s work as a form of “unstable subjectivity”44 or a symptom of a solipsistic subjectivity “without access to reliable objective perspectives.”45 Instead, he locates the political dimension of Kafka’s works in this indeterminacy. “Defiance of society,” Adorno insists, “includes defiance of its language.”46

Adorno’s understanding of language is at times confusing because it is not easily contained within one particular linguistic theory. Even as he believes in the mediating role of language, he rejects modern linguistic theory, as articulated by Ferdinand de Saussure, for example, because of the stress on the “arbitrariness of words as signs.” Adorno is not convinced of the “arbitrary” nature of anything, given the systematic way in which identity logic works. In addition, arbitrary carries with it an impertinent notion of subjectivity that Adorno deplores, and he specifically argues against certain more structuralist tenets of language. “For a way of thinking that conceives of things exclusively as functions of thought,” he argues, “names have become arbitrary: they are freely posited by consciousness.”47 His materialism does not allow him to accept the notion that consciousness randomly posits names of things. Forcefully stated, he rejects the dissolution of “objective reality” in such theories of language. Adorno believes that language and history are intensely entwined. Words are not mere signifiers, but also penetrated through by history. “The share of history in the word absolutely determines the choice of word because history and truth meet in the word.”48 At the same time, Adorno rejects a positivist approach that blithely assumes that language is merely a transparent vehicle that provides immediate access to the reality of things.

Adorno’s major essay on language, “Theses on the Language of the Philosopher,” is, like most early twentieth-century essays on language, a response to Martin Heidegger’s examination of the problem of language. Although I cannot fully explore this essay and relationship here, it is worthwhile to briefly mention a few points about which Adorno disagrees with Heidegger. One of the biggest problems that he has with Heidegger is how his ontology misrepresents the nature and function of human language, and how language functions in Heidegger’s philosophy. First and foremost, Adorno cannot accept Heidegger’s basic principle that the history of philosophy is the history of the “forgetfulness of being.” In Heidegger’s magnum opus, Time and Being, he explodes all problems of philosophy by elevating the copula “is” to a first principle of origin. In other words, being precedes all other things. This move to an origin, or “Ur-anything,” as I discussed in Chapter 1, is one of the irascible characteristics of idealism that Adorno deplores. Adorno does not accept that there is an irreducible abstract notion of Being. Adorno rejects any program of philosophy that seeks a completely new beginning or returns to a mythical past state of language. Instead of attempting to create a new language for philosophy as Heidegger does, one should instead reflect on the need for, and limits of, conceptual language.

Kafka’s prose, in contrast, is so compelling to Adorno because even as it implicates language in identity logic and thereby exposes its limitations, it does not give up on language, but remains hopeful. Adorno explains as following: “If there is hope in Kafka’s work, it is in those extremes rather than in the milder phases: in the capacity to stand up to the worst by making it into language. 49 “Adorno’s critique of language does not conclude that silence is the answer. He does not share Ludwig Wittgenstein’s infamous sentiment expressed in the opening of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus: “… what we cannot talk about we must pass over in silence.” For Adorno, the very point of art, and philosophy for that matter, is to express that which cannot be spoken of, to give voice to suffering and to the non-identical.50

Kafka’s works expose the failures of language through gestures, a response to the disintegration of spoken language, and an element of communication that has left its residue in the body. “The gesture is the ‘that’s the way it is; language, the configuration of which should be truth, is, as a broken one, untruth.”51 Adorno uses close readings of Kafka’s works to show how gestures typically undermine the dialogue between two characters. For example, the quixotic exchanges between Frieda and K. in The Castle do not say as much as when Frieda “gently lets her head fall involuntarily on K’s shoulder.” Adorno describes how gestures function in Kafka’s writing as follows: “Gestures often serve as counterpoints to words: the pre-linguistic that eludes all intention upsets the ambiguity, which like a disease has eaten into all signification. “52 The body becomes a vehicle for a genuine form of communication through the spontaneous act of gesture. Gestures are an alternate system of signs that have outwitted the totalizing efforts of identity logic. 53

Gestures do this by rejecting the category of totality and eliciting the evanescent and fragmentary. Adorno gives an example of this found in The Trial. Perhaps the most gruesome scene in the book occurs when Josef K. opens the door to the room where his warders had been beaten the day before, only to find the scene faithfully repeated. K. immediately slams the door shut and beats on it with his fists. This small gesture conveys the moment in which “what is perpetually the same and what is ephemeral merge.”54 K. crashes through the “ontology of false conditions” and busts open the realm of the déjà vu, which is the mechanism by which the process of identity operates. Gestures elicit the crucial shocking moment that the dialectic grinds to a halt, what Benjamin named “dialectics at a standstill.”

Once again, it appears that Adorno borrows the notion of gesture from Benjamin, who had described what he called a “codex of gestures” in Kafka’s writing. Benjamin argued that Kafka’s works had the ability to express experience in a way that language could not because of his use of gesture. “Such gestures are,” Benjamin explained, “traces of experience covered over by signification.” These gestures are, for the most part, unintentional, spontaneous and a response to the alienating surroundings. Benjamin cites one passage from The Trial that exemplifies Kafka’s use of gesture.


Like El Greco, Kafka tears open the sky behind every gesture; but as with El Greco—who was the patron saint of the expressionists—the gesture remains the decisive thing, the center of the event … ‘K. slowly … with his eyes not looking down but cautiously raised upwards he took one of the papers from the desk, put it on the palm of his hand and gradually raised it up to the gentlemen while getting up himself. He had nothing definite in mind, but acted only with the feeling that this was what he would have to do once he had completed the big petition which was to exonerate him completely.’ This animal gesture combines the utmost mysteriousness with the utmost simplicity.55



Benjamin, deeply entrenched in psychoanalysis, places gesture within a Freudian discourse, locating the spontaneous in the realm of the unconscious and the pre-linguistic. For Benjamin, gesture becomes the “material and matrix of the language of the unconscious.”56

Adorno also draws a connection to Freud, describing Kafka’s writing as an experiment that attempts to see what would happen “if the results of psychoanalysis were to prove true not merely metaphorically but in the flesh.”57 As I discussed in Chapter 1, Adorno’s frustration with Freud is due to Freud’s own tendency to treat his own work metaphorically and not take his own observations to their deliberate and logical conclusions. According to Adorno, Freud ignores the physical reality of the mind and the body that his own theory suggests. Adorno praises Kafka for “taking psychoanalysis more exactly at its word than it does itself.”58 Gestures, for Adorno, are not merely expressions of unconscious desires, but expressions of material reality that do not indicate the need for therapy, but point instead to oppressive social contradictions. These expressions “do not stop at the subject as psychology, but drive through to the bare material existence that emerges in the subjective sphere through the total collapse of a submissive consciousness, divest of all self-assertion”59

Benjamin chooses to compare Kafka’s use of gesture to the Chinese theatre. It is worth noting that Bertolt Brecht also developed a theory of gesture—or what he called gestus or geste—during this same period.60 Benjamin admires the ability of the Chinese to “dissolve happenings into their gestic components,” which “alienates the reader” and causes them to “distance themselves from the event.”61 Adorno, however, purposefully dissociates himself from this understanding of gesture and chooses to situate his discussion in a different context. Writing in 1934 to Benjamin, he described Kafka’s novels as “the last, vanishing textual links to silent film (which not coincidently disappeared almost at the time of Kafka’s death); the ambiguity of gesture lies somewhere between sinking into speechless-ness (the deconstruction of language) and the emergence of the latter in music …”62 Adorno compares Kafka’s use of gesture to silent film, which became obsolete with the advent of new technological development. Adorno’s choice to positively compare Kafka’s works to silent film is a surprising twist to the conventional understanding of the difference between Benjamin and Adorno on film, which maintains that while Benjamin traces the parallels between the film medium’s artistic and economic modes of production of consumption, Adorno pursues tensions within the work of art that give expression to tensions in society as a whole. Therefore, when Benjamin looked at the mass-produced and mass consumed films, he saw revolutionary potential. Adorno, on the other hand, could only see how Hollywood cinema dissolves and glosses over tensions to produce a “happy end” that lulls the masses into complacency. Recently, however, there have been several attempts to revisit Adorno’s ideas about the medium of film, and to suggest a more complex reading of his understanding of film technology, mass media and products of the culture industry. One of the primary reasons Adorno regards silent film so highly concerns the special status that silent film accords to the body due to its reliance on demonstrative gestures to convey meaning. This focus on corporeal expressivity was necessary and appropriate, according to Adorno, for an age where the spoken language had disintegrated into jargon and had become largely a medium for ideology. Adorno’s appreciation of silent film was further augmented by his experiences while in Los Angeles, where he spent time both watching Charlie Chaplin films and with Chaplin himself at parties. He relates one such encounter in a letter to his mother, where he elatedly describes how he goofed around with Chaplin playing Verdi, Wagner and Mozart operas on the piano while Chaplin mimed the story.63 The positive aspects of silent film are explored in Adorno’s major work he completed while in L.A. with Hans Eisler, Composing for the Films. It is here that Adorno and Eisler declare, “the sound film is mute,” and that “silent films express truth through the body.”64 In one of Adorno’s late essays entitled “Transparencies on Film,” he even goes so far to suggest that there may be a “subversive potential” in the way in which film taps into the repressed libidinal energies of the viewer. This would be a reversal of his criticism of film in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, where he argued that films were complicit in the manipulation of the desires of the viewer/consumer for pure commercial purposes.65 Miriam Hansen has argued that Adorno did indeed have ideas about film that are not as monolithic and elitist as typically portrayed and that he came to view film as an important aesthetic medium.66 Adorno’s essay, “Filmtransparente,” was written as an intervention on behalf of the independent West German filmmakers that he refers to in the essay as “Obernhauseners.” This group of young experimental directors included Volker Schöndorff, Edgar Reitz, Vlado Kristl, and most importantly Alexander Kluge, who became a close personal and intellectual friend to Adorno. In 1962, these directors, among others, met and drafted the “Oberhausen Manifesto,” which was a monumental declaration of their independence—stylistically, the-matically, and economically—from conventional German film, something they derogatively referred to as “Poppaskino.” During this period, many of the artists had received funding from the progressive Kuratorium Junger Deutscher Film, which was founded by the Federal Secretary of the Interior in February 1965. In 1967, a new and more restrictive Film Subsidies Bill was passed and the experimental filmmakers lost much of their funding due to the fact that the bill only favored commercially successful filmmakers and made grants based on a screening process that likely involved political censorship.67 Adorno published his essay in “Die Zeit” during this same period and it was received as a defense of independent filmmakers. This particular essay lacks the elitism and conservatism found in his earlier essays on film, and reveals a more complex evaluation, especially of silent film, which he admired because it avoided the tendency of film since the advent of sound to represent a homogenous system of word, image and music that erased the reality of production. This was a problem that Adorno traced back to Wagner’s illusion of the Gesamtkunstwerk. Kafka’s writing evokes the opposite tendency.


Among Kafka’s presuppositions, not the least is that the contemplative relation between text and reader is shaken to its very roots. His texts are designed not to sustain a constant distance between themselves and their victim, but rather to agitate his feelings to a point where he fears that the narrative will shoot towards him like a locomotive in a three dimensional film.68



Adorno’s evocation of the locomotive refers to one of the Lumiere brothers’ first films, where early film viewers were so shocked and convinced of the reality of the filmic sequence of a train hurdling towards them that they leapt out of their seats and ran towards the exits in fear. Unlike Benjamin’s comparison with Chinese theatre, which emphasizes distancing and alienation, Adorno argues that it is precisely the closing of the gap between reader and text that makes Kafka’s writing as compelling and terrifying as it is. At one point, Adorno writes, “What is enclosed in Kafka’s glass ball is even more monotonous, more coherent and hence more horrible than the system outside.”69 Kafka’s uncanny ability to reproduce an even more authentically horrible world within his hermetic literary texts brings about the shock and awareness of one’s present condition. This is what it means when Adorno describes the common reaction to reading Kafka as a “horrible permanent sense of déjà vu.”70 He argues that by collapsing the aesthetic distance between the text and reader, Kafka is able to elicit a visceral response that demands engagement and interpretation, as opposed to the judgments of a “disinterested” observer. This effect of Kafka on the reader is like the effect of Schönberg’s music, which Adorno describes as follows: “It requires the listener spontaneously to compose its inner movement and demands of him not mere contemplation but praxis.”71 Kafka’s representation of a world in which repression is so complete, and isolation so total, Adorno asserts—in a typical dialectical move—is the very opposite of what it appears to be. In spite of the apparent despair and gloom of a reified world, Kafka’s work, in fact, articulates a promise of hope. Thus, Kafka makes a Utopian contribution precisely insofar as he faithfully describes what must be overcome. Unlike the artifacts of the culture industry, which present “fulfillment as a broken promise,” Kafka’s works negatively preserve the promise of fulfillment.

SOCIAL PHYSIOGNOMICS

Although it is easy to simply attribute Adorno’s concept of gesture to Benjamin, Adorno had actually already worked extensively on the concept of gesture in a variety of his projects on music, including “Radio Physiognomik,” Mahler: A Musical Physiognomy, and “Versuch über Wagner” When Adorno first arrived in the United States, he joined the Princeton Radio Research Project under the direction of sociologist Paul Lazarsfeld. Throughout his tenure there, he had difficulty reconciling his aesthetic ideals and philosophical training with the positivist goals of the radio project. He planned on writing four manuscripts on music, which were to be published in a book entitled Current of Music: Elements of a Radio Theory. Although the book was never realized during his lifetime, Adorno did publish a fascinating essay that examines the process and effects of aural sense experience within the radio transmission of music using a peculiar methodology—’physiognomies’—that he developed during this period. The stated goal of the radio project “was to determine the role of radio in the lives of different types of listeners, the value of radio to people psychologically, and the various reasons why they like it.”72 Adorno was skeptical and considered the project to be only concerned with the collection of data, which was intended to benefit those working in the field of mass media. He was extremely ambivalent about the way the research was intended to be used, and he was also opposed to the positivistic methods used to collect the data. He argued that the research falsely took as axiomatic the guiding principal of proceeding from the subjects’ reactions as if they were the primary and final source of knowledge. Rejecting any approach that relied only on the subject’s reactions without situating the data within theory, Adorno suggested an alternative approach that would


… determine how far the subjective reactions of the persons studied are actually as spontaneous and direct as the subjects suppose; and how far not only the methods of dissemination and the power of suggestion of the apparatus, but also the objective implications of the material with which the listeners are confronted are involved.73



Adorno referred to the sociological method that he would use for this effort as “physiognomies.”74 He further explains:


A physiognomist tries to establish typical features and expressions of the face not for their own sake but in order to use them as hints for hidden processes behind them, as well as for hints at future behavior to be expected on the basis of an analysis of the present expression. In just the same way radio physiognomies deals with the expression of the ‘radio voice.’”75



In Adorno’s understanding of “social physiognomies,” one does not accept the given appearance of phenomena without further analysis. Physiognomies “interprets the phenomena critically as unintentional expressions of truth about a faulty social totality.”76 Once again, the consistent tension between intention and spontaneity is evident. Physiognomies are revealing about society because like gesture, they express a moment of freedom. Unlike intentional language (meinende Sprache) they rely on spontaneity. Adorno’s description of a mode of analyzing cultural phenomena as social physiognomies is yet another way of reading the body and its forms of gesture.

In classical physiognomy, characteristics or abilities of the human subject are believed to be inscribed on the body—for example, on the features of the face. Physiognomics is etymologically derived from phusis (nature) and gnomon (interpretation). Through the interpretation of nature, it is said that we can know “particular passions of the soul from the particular shape of the body.”77 As Aristotle described in one of the earliest systematic investigations of physiognomy: “the soul’s passions all seem to be linked with a body, as the body undergoes modifications in their presence.”78 Physiognomy is based on the premise that there is a direct relation between body and soul, and between the outer and inner dimensions. In Adorno’s understanding, social processes affect not only the mind, but also alter the body. Physiognomies acts as the mediating theory of the two. Adorno, of course, never formulates it in such a dichotomous way, but rather insists that the body not be forgotten in any analysis. A theory that adequately informs the data must therefore include not only an examination of psychological factors, but also physiological ones. The reason is that Adorno wants to reveal how the “radio-voice” is produced by the socio-economic structure, and also show how the radio “reproduces that structure by reproducing its characteristics as psychological and physiological traits in those subjects who alone might have changed it.”79 Far from a simple malleable form onto which social processes are simply impressed, the body is able to reveal a truth about the social condition. As a site of revelation, the body can no longer be considered a construct of a symbolic or discursive set of meanings, but rather contains truth in its materiality.

Adorno’s venture into the pseudo-scientific field of physiognomy is particularly noteworthy and remarkable given the particular historical social context in which he was working. The Nazis, of course, were notorious for their use of physiognomy in their efforts to scientifically ground their racist positions. Drawing on the works of anthropologists and criminologists such as Johann Caspar Lavater, and Cesar Lombroso, Nazi ideology drew elaborate correlations between facial features such as retreating foreheads, eye and nose size and degenerate and criminal behavior.80 As I discussed in Chapter 2, much of Adorno’s attention to the body can be understood as a strategic counterpoint to the Nazi obsession with the body. In this case, for example, the Nazis were concerned with enforcing an identity between race and the body. Adorno, on the other hand, is interested in how the body is able to preserve traces of freedom and non-identity or negativity.

Another place where Adorno elaborates on a variation of gesture is in his essay on Wagner and Nazi ideology. He was never as vehemently hostile and vociferous about any artist as he was about Wagner. Disgusted with Wagner’s politics, Adorno attempted to make a direct link between Wagner’s musical compositions and the regressive forces that lead to fascism. True to his dialectical method, however, Adorno also observed something good in Wagner’s music, namely aspects of self-abandonment that pointed beyond reified existence. In the essay, Adorno examines ten dominant aspects in Wagner’s music, including social character, motive, sonority, color, phantasmagoria, music drama, myth, god and beggar, chimera and gesture. Adorno shows how these Wagnerian structures conceal the process of production and take on a commodity character. These ten elements contribute to Wagner’s idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk, which is an attempt to conceal the processes of production. At Bayreuth, for example, the orchestra—the means of production for the musical effects—is hidden from the viewers by placing them in a pit below the public’s line of vision. This move that was supposed to integrate the individual arts “ends up achieving a division of labor unprecedented in the history of music.” 81 At the same time, Wagner’s efforts also contain an element of freedom because of the way they contribute to the abandonment of ego that is more than a mere masochism. Adorno begins by suggesting “music has its roots in gesture.”82 In other words, music is a sensual, physical, and emotional form of expression, relying on instinct, and emotion. He does not, however, lapse into the extreme romantic notions of music as an expression of emotional immediacy, subjectivity and irrationality. In this work, gesture is a charged word that carries both a positive and negative connotation. Gesture should be a spontaneous expression that tells the audience something more than the music, words or action can convey. In Wagner, gesture does not function in this way. “The element of gesture in Wagner, “Adorno argues, “is a reflex that imitates a reified alienated world.”83 Instead of relying on a non-intentional form of gesture that imitates nature, Wagner imitates the reified world that is repressing nature. In Wagner, gesture is a form of representation that bolsters the status quo. Adorno goes on to suggest that in this way, “the mimetic impulse degenerates into mere imitation and, ultimately utter mendacity.”84 Gesture is deeply duplicitous in Wagner’s works. Duplication and imitation in gesture “substitutes for protest,”85 and “the gesture repeats what the words have already said.”86

THE BODY OF MICKEY MOUSE AS BARBARIC TECHNOLOGIZATION

Although this takes us away from Kafka and re-membering the body for the moment, it is worth dwelling on Adorno’s polemic against Mickey Mouse. Once again, his quarrel evolves from his disagreement with Benjamin on the revolutionary potential of mass media. It is also an evaluation and critique of the cultural forces that would dismember and disembody the human subject. Benjamin’s own evaluation of Disney’s mouse appeared in the first draft of his essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” Benjamin saw the potential of developing a “collective body” (kollektivleib) for revolutionary consciousness in collective laughter. In contrast, Adorno saw the laughter generated by Disney films, and Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck in particular, as a perverse form of Schadenfreude where comedy meets cruelty and where “laughter overcomes fear by capitulating to the forces which are to be feared.”87 The gesture of laughter is yet another defense mechanism entwined in the dialectic of Enlightenment. While preserving the individual by overcoming fear, laughter also reveals the subject’s submission to the forces of oppression.

Adorno’s assessment of Mickey Mouse is corporeal in nature. He saw the figure of Mickey Mouse as the barbaric technologization of the human subject as he/she is systematically deprived of anthropomorphic grounding. The body of Mickey Mouse is an ideological terrain where man is transformed into mouse. Adorno linked his analysis of the Disney mascot to his critical assessment of jazz. The two were already commonly associated in Weimar and Nazi Germany, where Mickey Mouse and jazz were key figures in the propagation of Americanism. In her provocative essay on Disney and the Frankfurt School, Miriam Hansen explains, “Like Chaplin and American slapstick comedy, jazz and cartoons represented, as it were, the ‘other’ side of Americanism, a branch of consumer culture that seemed to subvert the economically imposed discipline through orgies of destruction, magic, and parody.88 Ever suspicious and cynical of what seems to be subversive in the administered society, Adorno saw the jerky movements of Mickey Mouse as a form of syncope, the primary musical rhythm of jazz that Adorno described as “jazz’s futile assertion of difference.” “It is key to the success of Mickey Mouse,” Adorno writes, “that he/she/it alone translates all the syncopated breaks into precise visual equivalents.”89 In syncopation, there is an illusory breaking out of the rigid time signatures that define most other music. Instead of coming in on the beat, syncope involves coming in too early. Adorno saw this as a revealing aspect of the social appeal of jazz. He extended the significance of “coming in too early” to a psychoanalytical understanding of a premature orgasm caused by anxiety. In his controversial essays “On Jazz,” and “On the Fetish-Character in Music and the Regression of,” Adorno asserts that the listener of jazz—the “jazz subject”—participated in a regressive, sadomasochistic form of pleasure. He/She is marked by pseudo-individuality that really serves as a tool of social conformity and integration. Instead of authentic autonomy, the “individual traits of the jazz subject by which it protests against social authority are in truth the very stigmata of mutilation inflicted upon him by society.”90 Jazz is therefore nothing more than another form of mass culture that cleverly subjects the individual to the collective by masquerading as something subversive and liberating.91 It seems important to point out, before getting too frustrated with Adorno’s evaluation of jazz, that Adorno was only familiar with the more commercial swing-style dance music and the heavily-commercialized Tin Pan Alley jazz with its standardized and repetitious forms, and not the full diversity of American jazz. In his noted history of jazz, Eric Hobsbawn describes Adorno’s writings on jazz as “some of the stupidest pages ever written about jazz.”92 Even Adorno attempted to distance himself from this work as he grew older. It helps when reading Adorno on jazz to remind oneself that he was more interested in the listener’s response to the music, rather than an actual aesthetic judgment of the music itself.

As the literal embodiment of jazz, Mickey Mouse conveys in his distorted bodily form the sadistic, regressive characteristics of jazz. While Adorno’s attention to Mickey Mouse might at first seem rather peculiar, it makes more sense when one takes the mouse’s history into consideration. Mickey Mouse was not simply a naïve cartoon for children, but also a convenient and effective ideological tool of propaganda. The U.S. government drafted the Mickey Mouse cartoon as an agent to antagonize and lampoon the National Socialists during World War II. Mickey Mouse films were shown before news clips informing the public about the war effort as a preview to the major feature. There are numerous shots of Mickey Mouse mocking the straight leg march of the Nazis, his jerky motions, punctuated by comical aggression and always accompanied by his inimical asexualized squeaky laugh.93 On the other hand, Mickey Mouse was also utilized by the Nazi propaganda machine in their campaign against the “Verniggerung” (negroization) of German popular culture.94 Mickey Mouse appeared on Nazi propaganda posters with exaggerated Africanized features that reflected the racist physiognomic beliefs of the Nazis. For the Nazi’s, Mickey Mouse became a racial epithet. It does not seem that Adorno was actually aware of the Nazi usage of Disney’s mascot. Today’s Mickey Mouse is a saccharine version of his earlier sadistic self and he no longer pummels other characters and causes as much mischief. His physical features, accordingly, have undergone what Stephen Jay Gould has described as a “progressive juvenilization.” Gould explains how Mickey underwent the equivalent of an evolutionary process called neotony in order to trigger “innate releasing mechanisms” for affection and nurturing and make him appear more cute and loveable:


Mickey Mouse has assumed an ever more childlike appearance as the ratty character of Steamboat Willi became cute and inoffensive host to magic kingdom. By 1940, the former tweaker of pig’s nipples gets a kick in the ass for insubordination (as the sorcerer’s Apprentice in Fantasia) … The Disney artists transformed Mickey in clever silence, often using suggestive devices that mimic nature’s own changes by different routes … His head grew relatively larger and its features more youthful. The length of Mickey’s snout has not altered, but decreasing protrusion is more subtly suggested by a pronounced thickening. Mickey’s eye has grown in two modes: first, by a major, discontinuous evolutionary shift as the entire eye of ancestral Mickey became the pupil of his descendents, and second, by gradual increase thereafter.95



The physiognomic transformation of Mickey Mouse is manipulated to make him more consumable for the masses. The appeal of Mickey is still very much part of an engineered ideological enterprise. The deviousness of Disney has been discussed in the persuasive and compelling study, Inside the Mouse: Work and Play at Disney World: The Project on Disney, a penetrating analysis of our cultural fascination with all things Disney. Klugman, Kuenz, Waldrep and Willis reveal how much the pleasure of Disney “is a process of recognizing dominant ideological structures and identifying with the role we’ve been assigned to them.”96 Echoing Adorno’s critical analysis of Mickey, the Disney Project authors explore how the stirrings of the autonomous subject and an individual’s most basic yearnings become perversely mutated for Disney’s purposes. One conspicuous example of this is the longing for a collectivity or of shared experience and community that Disney fulfills through the insistence on the bourgeois notion of family “imbricated with leisure-time consumption.”97 If one goes to Disney, seeking what has been lost in an attempt to remember, one only becomes further sutured into forms of deception. They are like the example Willis gives of the perfectly manicured paths in Disneyworld that are only meant to create the illusion of haphazard meandering. The freedom that is offered is artificial. Similarly for Adorno, the project of re-membering the body is not to restore a naïve and sham concept of wholeness, a “new age” sort of mind/body totality. Martin Jay summarizes it nicely:


The reversal of forgetting that Adorno wanted was thus not the same as the ‘re-membering’ of something dismembered, the recovery of a perfect wholeness or original plenitude. It meant rather the restoration of difference and non-identity to their proper place in the non-hierarchical constellation of subjective and objective forces that he called peace.98



The notion of reconciliation and what it means for the body will be further explored in detail in Chapter 4 in my discussion of the so-called “transfigured body.”

MIMESIS IS THE MOST SINCERE FORM OF FLATTERY

In gestures, Adorno sees mimesis at work, which is the essence of Kafka, and ultimately of any good art. “The experiences sedimented in the gesture will eventually have to be followed by interpretation, one which recognizes in their mimesis a universal which has been repressed by common sense.”99 Gestures are so revealing because they are mimetic, and because they do not reveal anything until they are interpreted. Mimesis is one of the most notoriously difficult words to comprehend in Adorno’s lexicon. It has a variety of nuanced meanings depending on its particular context. In its most elementary definition, it refers to a form of mimicry. Adorno uses it to describe imitation based on instinct, such as gestures in the Kafka essay, which do not rely on intention but instead are spontaneous reactions of subject to object. Importantly, mimesis is not so much concerned with the representation of objects as with an expression of a particular kind of relationship to an object. Gestures are a form of imitative behavior that aim at experiencing objects without simply dominating them in the process of identity.

Once again, it is clear that Adorno borrowed the phrase from Benjamin, and uses it freely in his works without ever really defining it. It is useful to briefly outline Benjamin’s explicit tracing of the history of mimesis in order to provide the background for this crucial concept. In Benjamin’s essay, “On the Mimetic Faculty,” he describes the gift that human beings have to imitate nature. This ability is an important part of ontogenetic development. “The child imitates not only shopkeeper or teacher, but windmill and railroad train as well.”100 By imitating parents (or railroad trains) children construct social relations and learn to experience the other. In order to get a better grasp on this difficult concept, it is helpful to look at Freud’s more familiar concept of identification, which functions in a strikingly similar way to mimesis. According to Freud, identification with the parent is the earliest expression of an emotional tie with another person. The child wants to be like the parent, and learns to exist in the world by imitating him/her. Eventually, as the child grows and there is the necessary ego-development, identification develops into the child’s desire to replace the parent of the same sex. It becomes difficult at times to distinguish between wanting to be and wanting to destroy the object of identification. Freud explains: “Identification, in fact, is ambivalent from the very first; it can turn into an expression of tenderness as easily as into the wish for someone’s removal.”101 Mimesis walks a similar line between a self-effacing imitation and a destructive appropriative identity.

Language is an advanced form of this ability. Language theorists from Humboldt to Whorf have similarly speculated about the “organic” quality of language, and mimesis conforms nicely to their theories. Benjamin describes the development of words and writing as “the most perfect archive of non sensuous similitude (unsinnliche Ähnlichkeiten).” After the magic disappears, however, language of signs takes over. The language of signs is the petrified form of words that fail to communicate, but merely represents the reified world around us. Magic still manifests itself, however, in certain moments (Augenblicke) within the communicative side of language. Gestures make up these moments.

In the Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer relate a similar “anthropology of mimesis.” They explain how mimesis emerges from primitive magic, in the shaman’s imitation of nature. The shaman does not seek to identify or classify nature, but merely to enact a form of mimicry that expresses the “elective affinity” between human beings and nature. In the dialectic of Enlightenment and the development of instrumental rationality, such as western science, imitation and mimicry give way to the desire to control nature. The shaman merely sought to imitate patterns in nature as a form of paying tribute to her, producing a different type of knowledge about the nature. When magic disappeared, mimesis survived as a form of artistic representation. Plato and Aristotle both used the notion of mimesis to describe aesthetic representation. In Plato’s well-known dialogue the “Stranger from Elea” there is a distinction made between two kinds of images—a likeness (eikon) that is like the original, and a semblance (phantasma) that only appears to be a likeness. Both likeness and semblance are imitations, but only the semblance, which includes the “arts,” involves an element of deceit. Artistic imitation is merely a copy of a copy—the truth of the eternal forms is perceived conceptually by philosophy, and then once again more obscurely represented by art. Adorno turns Plato on his head by arguing that while the illusory character of an artwork constitutes its difference from empirical reality, this is not really deceitful. The reason for their illusory character is that they attempt to imitate reality. In a strange twist of reasoning, the more an artwork becomes like reality, the more illusory it becomes. Artwork could be more authentic if it would rid itself of its likeness to a false reality.102 In this context, gestures are mimetic because they do not simply and blindly ape and are not neurotically repetitive. Teasing out the importance of mimesis for Adorno’s thought, Martin Jay has insightfully noted that Adorno avoids the more intentional word “imitation” (Nachahmung) when discussing mimesis because it implies an aggressive and intentional role for the subject. Instead, Adorno prefers the term anschmiegen (to snuggle up or mold to), which suggests interdependence between one with the other and a “relationship of contiguity.”103 Mimesis acts as a therapeutic corrective because it reenacts the Ur-relationship between humans and nature before the break. Mimesis does not work through concepts, thereby avoiding many of the pitfalls of identity, and instead responds to the other both emotionally and intuitively. Jay describes the process in this way: “In more passively assimilating itself to the other, the subject of mimesis also preserves the sensuous, somatic element that the abstractions of idealist reason factor out of cognition or sublate into a higher rationality.” The body is a salient part of Adorno’s understanding of mimesis because as the wellspring of spontaneity, instinct, emotions, and everything else that animates mimesis, the body is the form that mimesis takes. In conclusion, I want to suggest that Adorno’s essay “Notes on Kafka” can be understood as standing in a mimetic relationship with Benjamin’s essay. Instead of looking at the two essays and examining what Adorno lifts from Benjamin, it is more productive to see what kind of relationship Adorno is enacting in his imitation/mimesis of Benjamin’s work. Fredric Jameson has cleverly perceived the “homeopathic” particularity of Adorno’s style of prose, by suggesting that there is an affinity between what Adorno calls mimesis and what he calls narrative. Jameson explains, “It is therefore the mimetic component of the individual philosophical sentence—its tendency to narrativize the conceptual—that finally springs the isolated abstract concept out of its bad identity and allows it, as it were, to be thought from the inside and from the outside all at once: an ideational content transformed mimetically into quasi-narrative representation.”104 True to Adorno’s typical attention to the constitutive power of form, Adorno’s essay playfully establishes a relationship with Benjamin’s Kafka essay that breaks the chain of intellectual identification that can only end in domination, and reestablishes a way of interacting and knowing the other without violence. The imitative reflex that Adorno describes in the essay as gesture is constituted in the mimesis of Benjamin’s essay.





 

Feminist Interlude III

Reading the Body: Franz Kafka’s “In the Penal Colony”

Metaphors of the body are ubiquitous and persistent throughout history. One conspicuous example of this is how the lexeme of anatomy has been appropriated for the description of the formal structure of texts. For example, within a “body of text” there might be a “figure of speech,” a “heading,” or “footnotes.” The body often acts as a privileged metaphor in language because it is the most primal source of reference. The metaphor of textual inscription on the body has been widely used in the discourse of feminist scholarship. This is particularly the case in post-structuralist accounts, which insist that the body is constituted through these social and cultural inscriptions. It follows in this account that the body can therefore be understood as a text. Michel Foucault is perhaps the best example of this approach, and his writings are scattered with the assertion that the body is an “inscribed surface of events.”1 Franz Kafka’s short story “In the Penal Colony” has become virtually canonical within this discourse of bodily inscription. In the story, an explorer visits a penal colony in order to evaluate and learn about an extraordinary elegant instrument used in executions referred to simply as “the apparatus.” The condemned prisoner lies face down on something named a bed, while a complex set of needles inscribes his judgment in an elaborate script on his back. The needles pierce increasingly deeper until the prisoner finally dies. Through the painful process, the condemned is supposed to come to understand the nature of his punishment and reach some degree of Enlightenment. The apparatus and the execution formalities were developed by the Old Commandant who has recently died. The Officer, who is in charge of the execution, and the last vestiges of the old order, desperately attempts to convince the explorer of the utility of and need for the apparatus.



Elizabeth Grosz is just one prominent example of a feminist thinker who has strategically employed Kafka’s text to advance a post-structuralist agenda. Kafka’s story is described by Grosz as an illustration of the notion that “the body is a socially constructed subject upon which social beliefs are etched and inscribed”2 and that “there is not pre-inscribed knowledge.”3 One critical problem with this reading is that the body tends to become, in this account, merely a passive mediator of the inscriptions made by the apparatus. Turning the body into a neatly organized and interpretable text ignores to a large degree the ways that the materiality of the body—as sweat, blood, vomit and excrement—effectively resist the processes of inscription in the text. In this interlude, I look at the multiple ways in which the story thematizes corporeality and show that the material body in Kafka’s story is neither a text nor a quiescent object waiting to be inscribed, but rather the undeniable source of sensation and perception that is intimately and even “consanguineously” related to the production of knowledge. It is my contention that there is a complex dialectic between the material and the social body in Kafka’s text, and the “metaphor of inscription” cannot simply be read as a substantiation of the rather banal position that the body is a constructed object, but rather suggests multiple ways of how the body resists inscription. This functions as a critique of how the body is instrumentalized and inscribed in society.

THE APPARATUS

The key to understanding Kafka’s texts, Adorno suggests, is to read everything literally. He refers to this as the “fidelity to the letter (Prinzip der Wortlichkeit)” in Kafka, which structures meaning and guides interpretation in Kafka’s enigmatic writings. According to Adorno, one should, “take everything literally; cover up nothing with concepts from above. Kafka’s authority is textual.”4 The commonplace German phrase, “einem etwas am eigenen Leibe erfahren” is a metaphorical way to refer to a first-hand experience. In the story, the metaphorical is made literal, and “the word is made flesh” at the same time the writing apparatus inscribes the body enacting its horrific counterpart, the flesh made word. The Officer, explaining why the prisoner is not verbally informed of his judgment says, “There would be no point in telling him. He’ll learn it on his body.”5 Kafka is noted for taking the metaphorical and turning it into the literal. The most famous example of this occurs in “The Metamorphosis” in which Gregor Samsa awakens and discovers himself transformed into a large vermin (Ungeziefer). In German, the term Ungeziefer is used as an anathema to describe lowdown, miserable types of people. Walter Sokel describes it this way:


The traveling salesman, Gregor Samsa, in Kafka’s “The Metamorphosis,” is “like a cockroach” because of his spineless and abject behavior and parasitic wishes. However, Kafka drops the “like” and has the metaphor become reality when Gregor Samsa wakes up finding himself turned into a giant vermin. With this metamorphosis, Kafka reverses the original act of metamorphosis carried out by thought when it forms metaphor; for metaphor is always “metamorphosis.” Kafka transforms metaphor back into his fictional reality, and this counter-metamorphosis becomes the starting point of his tale.6



Interpretations of the story have tended to allegorize the writing of the apparatus on the body, thereby making the literal, once again metaphorical, making the material once again immaterial. Kurt Tucholsky, one of the story’s first favorable critics wrote in his 1917 review of the story,


After I had read to the point where the naked man is lying under the apparatus and a wad of felt is shoved into his mouth from below so that he can’t scream, and then this complicated machinery slowly starts functioning … when I had read this far I swallowed a faint taste of blood and looked for an excuse and thought: allegory military justice.7



Tucholsky recognizes that his reading of the apparatus as an allegory of military justice is a mere excuse. It is a feeble attempt to turn away and avoid confronting a more immediate and troubling meaning. Averting one’s gaze from the most disturbing aspects of the apparatus and its visceral methods is in this case analogous to the act of averting one’s eyes from the body. In the story, however, the body is the site of knowledge, and sight of the body is knowledge.

The story opens with a description of the torture machine: “It is a remarkable piece of apparatus (eigentümlicher Apparat).” The English fails to convey the nuance of the German word “eigentümlich” whose etymological constellation suggests ownership, property, propriety and appropriation.8 From both the early and later Martin Heidegger, who explored the many different origins and meanings of Ereignis, we learn how this German word, which means “event” or “occurrence,” is related to eigen or “to own.” It also denotes and connotes eigentum meaning “property” or “a possession.” Related to this is the word eignen, meaning “suitable” or “appropriate.” In his essay, “On the Question of Technology,” human bodies are “standing in reserve,” waiting to be appropriated by technology. Heidegger also makes the point that the “true” root of Ereignis is not actually eigen but Augen, or “eye.” Through his elucidation, Heidegger emphasizes that historical events are not merely happenstance but changes in mentality and how we see and understand the world has serious implications for human existence or being. All of these meanings are significant when taken in reference to the bodies that the apparatus will discipline and punish. Questions of proprietorship, as Michel Foucault has pointed out, are socially regulated issues related to propriety and decorum, which in turn are concerns related to the technological appropriation and disciplining of bodies. The word “eigentümlich” embodies all of these meanings that contribute to the construction of both the ideological apparatus of the penal colony as well as the “remarkable apparatus.”

It is impossible to ignore the sexually charged nature of the punishment process. The apparatus consists of a bed where the prisoner is strapped; a clear glass encasement, which enables spectators to directly watch the punishment proceedings, needles that write the punishment, and needles that shoot water to wash the blood away. The Prisoner is tied down to the bed and lies in supplication while he is violently penetrated by the “erect rods” of the apparatus. A most startling feature is its glass see-through encasement that allows anyone to look through the glass and watch the process of inscription. In the context of incarceration and punishment, this feature is reminiscent of Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon, a round-the-clock surveillance system that is a means of institutionalizing his rationalistic and utilitarian vision of society.9 The ocular-centric character of the apparatus with its glass top also elicits scopophilia—Schaulust—understood as erotic pleasure in looking that has been convincingly linked with the desire for knowledge, the so-called Wiβtrieb.10 In Toril Moi’s essay “Patriarchal Thought and the Drive for Knowledge,” she describes how the erotic investment in seeing is from the outset inextricably bound to the erotic investment of knowing. The Wiβtrieb, a derivative of an infant’s desire to understand his/her sexuality, is first experienced at the sight of his/her genitalia.11 Freud describes this as a “diphasic” onset of sexuality, meaning that sexual curiosity always precedes biological sexual maturity. This guarantees that the desire to know will always be frustrated since this desire exceeds the ability of the objects of knowledge to satisfy it.12 An important aspect of scopophilia is that it establishes a paradigm for all intellectual pursuits grounded on frustration. In Kafka’s story, this is analogous to the way in which biological functions continually frustrate the processes of inscribing the body in the penal colony. Adorno’s suggestion that Kafka takes Freud “more exactly at its word than it does itself” is especially true here, where knowledge, erotic desire and the biological body coalesce and are instantiated in the horrific form of the apparatus.


The Explorer heard the Officer cry out in rage. He had just, with considerable difficulty, forced the felt gag into the condemned man’s mouth when the man in an irresistible access to nausea shut his eyes and vomited. Hastily the Officer snatched him away from the gag and tried to hold his head over the pit; but it was too late, the vomit was running all over the machine.13



Filth, excrement and vomit, irrepressible somatic moments, interrupt the machine’s progress to the consternation of the Officer. The above quote reveals the Officer’s detest of the body. Earlier in the story, we learn how he constricts his own body with a heavy uniform to the point that it hinders his breathing, one of the most natural biological processes. The text plays with the idea of “incarceration” using it to problematize relationships of domination and subordination and mastery and subjugation, especially in regards to controlling the unruly body. The Officer has singled out the Prisoner for punishment because of his insubordination. The Prisoner falls asleep at his watch and fails to salute his superior at the appropriate time. As he is about to be disciplined for this, he grabs the superior by the leg and says, “Throw the whip away or I will eat you alive.”14 The German word fressen evokes the notion of animalistic and instinctive behavior, opposed to the civilized rationality of the Officer. The prisoner is, in fact, depicted as if he were an animal throughout the text. For example, when the Explorer first sees the prisoner, he describes him as “doglike.” He stares dumbly, makes guttural noises and does not speak any understandable words throughout the story. His infractions, falling asleep and lack of restraint, are all examples of the “insubordination of his body.” He is being punished for giving into the demands of the body, which is a form of resistance against the established order.

The Officer’s attitude towards the body is tied to his animosity towards the new order and the New Commandant, whom the Officer detests and who is linked to materiality through the symbolic association of the body with the feminine. Whenever the Officer mentions his name, he refers also to “The Commandant’s Ladies,” who surround the new Commandant and influence his decisions. This characterizes the new order as uncontrollable and given to excess. The Officer blames the prisoner’s ailments, which are interfering with the execution on these women. “The Commandant’s ladies stuff the man with sugar candy before he is led off. He has lived on stinking fish his whole life long and now he has to eat sugar candy!”15 The sweets that they feed the prisoner, and the way they fuss over him are a part of their characterization as “motherly.” At one point the Officer asks the Traveler, “And now I ask you: because of this Commandant and the women who influence him, is such a piece of work, the work of a lifetime … to perish?”16 These women intrude on, and to a certain degree, undermine the previous homo-social militaristic order, and replace the patriarchal figure of the Old Commandant. The material body of the new Commandant and his women can be understood in contrast with an ideal body or spiritual body, which is that of the Old Commandant, whose name the Officer constantly evokes. The text plays on the chiasma of the classical idea of spirit incarcerated within the body, and an incarcerated body within the spirit of the old order.

LANGUAGE

Epistemological questions about the limits of knowing frame the story. The Explorer visits the penal colony on a research trip (Forshungsreise) in order to gain knowledge and understand the machine. The story problematizes the adequacy of sensation, perception, and of comprehension. At one point of the story, the Officer explains the process of writing on the body. He says:


The first six hours the condemned man stays alive almost as before, he suffers only pain. After two hours the felt rag is taken away, for he has no longer strength to scream. But how quiet he grows at just about the sixth hour! Enlightenment comes to the most dull-witted. It begins around the eyes. From there it radiates.17



In Elaine Scarry’s groundbreaking work on bodily pain, she observes that pain has no object, and therefore eludes representation in language. She argues that with other bodily emotions, there is a distinct “for” or “of” involved. For example, we have hunger for, hatred for, or fear of something. However, with pain, it is not of or for anything. Because pain takes no object, it resists objectification in language. “Physical pain does not simply resist language but actively destroys it,” Scarry explains, “bringing about an immediate reversion to a state anterior to language, to the sounds and cries a human being makes before language is learned.”18 Pain represents the “unspeakable” or “inexpressible.” She continues on to argue that the alleviation of pain, through imagination, or what she names the “making of the world” is the source of all productive and cultural activity. Cultural products are therefore both a relief from, and extension of, the body: In benign forms of creation, a bodily attribute is projected into the artifact, which essentially takes over the work of the body, thereby freeing the embodied person or discomfort and thus enabling him to enter a larger realm of self-extension.”19 In the German context, of course, the notion of the “unspeakable (das Unaussprechliche)” takes on additional significance and meaning as it recalls the many philosophical and artistic reflections on representing the Holocaust, or what has become known and simply referred to as the possibility of “poetry after Auschwitz.” For Adorno, however, giving a voice to “the unbearable physical pain to which people were exposed” is the condition of truth. Even as language is criticized for its failures, inadequacy and complicity with identity logic, there is never the wholesale rejection of the potential for language. Adorno writes of Kafka: “If there is hope in Kafka’s work, it is in those extremes rather than in the milder phases: in the capacity to stand up to the worst by making it into language.” 20 In Kafka’s work, language is not truth, but it does mediate truth.

There is an almost irresistible tendency to mystify Kafka’s writings and to see them as “closed” texts untouched by the outside world and free of historical anxieties. The absence of history in Kafka’s texts does not indicate a resignation or inattention to history, but rather functions as a negative critique. Adorno explains this in the following way: “The name of history may not be spoken since what would truly be history, the other, has not yet begun.”21 This “absence of history” does not indicate resignation or “commitment.” The problem with commitment in art, according to Adorno, is that it does violence to the form, which is the best mode of resistance of the homogenizing impulse of identity logic. Commitment degrades the word and form to the logic of the social context of the work of art’s effect. Works can no longer develop in accordance with the law of their own truth, but instead follow the “line of least resistance in the consumer.” Adorno insists that there is a fundamental difference between the negative quality of the work (als Nagatives sich gestaltet) and a resigned artwork where the negation of meaning is simply replicated and the status quo affirmed. In this way, committed art sacrifices form for “the message,” which all too easily disintegrates into dogmatism, which then becomes incorporated back into the impulse of identity logic. Autonomous works are “intention free (intentionslos)” and, as such, free to express the reality of history even more explicitly. Adorno relates a well-known story about Picasso to illustrate this point. “When an occupying German officer visited him in his studio and asked, standing before the Guernica, “Did you make that?” Picasso is said to have responded, “No, you did.”22 This pithy example of the effective negative potential of autonomous art encapsulates the power of Kafka’s writing. Kafka’s stories are so potent precisely because “What is enclosed in Kafka’s glass ball is even more monotonous, more coherent and hence more horrible than the system outside.”23 Kafka’s uncanny ability to reproduce the world even more authentically horrible within his hermetic literary texts brings about the shock and awareness of one’s present condition.

Kafka’s “In the Penal Colony” was published in 1914 during a period of German intellectual history when philosophers and writers were grappling with the question concerning the relationship between language and reality, and querying the adequacy of words and concepts for expressing the human condition. In the penal colony, there is a disenchantment with language and its ability to represent and convey truth. In Kafka’s story, language is not only inadequate, but also complicit in perpetuating the cruelty of the society. This is, of course, a classical problem, but one which was enthusiastically revived during Kafka’s lifetime and practically inaugurated by Nietzsche in his 1873 essay, “On Truth and Lies in an Extra-Moral Sense” where he suggestively asks, “What after all are those conventions of language? Are they possibly products of knowledge, of love of truth; do the designations and the things coincide? Is language the adequate expression of all realities?”24 In this passage, Nietzsche alludes to the limits of language, and its inability to adequately express truth and reality. He goes on to suggest that truth is perhaps merely a set of metaphors that we have forgotten are metaphorical. Nietzsche suggests provocatively that “the seeker after truth forgets that the original metaphors of perception are metaphors, and take them for the things in themselves.” This sort of questioning ushered in the philosophical Zeitgeist of fin de siècle Vienna and Prague, which revolved around linguistic skepticism. Some instances of this pre-occupation with the question of the adequacy of language included the so-called “George-Circle,” artists and writers associated with the poet Stefan George, who would claim in his poem entitled, “Das Wort,”‘“So lernt ich traurig den Verzicht: Kein Ding sei wo das Wort gebricht.”25 George suggests that the existence of things is predicated on the words that name them. In other words, there can be no reality outside of language. The most celebrated and extreme case of the questioning of the relationship of language to reality is found in Hugo von Hoffmannsthal’s work, “Letter to Lord Chandos,” in which the writer is struck with the total inability to write or speak. He calls his ailment a Sprachkrise or “crisis of language.”26 This state of crisis characterizes the atmosphere of the penal colony where the limits of language are conspicuously strained and where the crisis of representation translates into the impossibility of communication.

In the penal colony, the crisis of language is everywhere. For example, the Officer speaks in French, a language with which no one, besides the Explorer, is familiar. Another prominent form of communication, or lack thereof, is the drawings that the Explorer describes as “labyrinthartig.” The Officer says at one point, “You have seen how difficult it is to decipher the script with one’s eyes; but our man deciphers it with his wounds.”27 The failure of spoken language and written text to adequately express reality can be juxtaposed with a language written on the body. However, the story takes a turn at the end, and instead of resolution and closure, there is only contradiction and complexity. Kafka’s story does not simply dissolve reified language and replace it with the “immediacy of the body.” In the story, when the Officer realizes the explorer will not endorse the apparatus and its means of execution, he frees the prisoner and climbs onto the apparatus himself. The bloody inscription of the body that follows does not produce knowledge or Enlightenment, only silence. “It was as it had been in life; no sign was visible of the promised redemption; what the others had found in the machine the Officer had not found; the lips were firmly pressed together, the eyes open, with the same expression as in life, the look was calm and convinced, through the forehead went the point of the great iron spike.”28 The metaphor of cultural inscription that is often used to explain the story seems here to be quite inadequate. The belief that inscribing the body will create cultural meaning remains the dream of the Officer. In actuality, the inscription process fails as the body simply dies.

Even as the entire notion of communicability, either through language or the body, is thrown into question by the indeterminate relationship between the narrator and reader. Reconciliation or “Aufhebung,” in relation to the possibility of communication, occurs only through the actual narrative process itself. It has been noted that “mater” and “matrix” the Latin words for the womb, are the etymological sources of materiality. As mater is associated with creation and reproduction, artistic creation and textual production are tied with materiality in Kafka’s story. Peter Brooks has convincingly argued in his work on narrative theory that writing on the body attempts to transform materiality into narrative. Brooks writes:


The sign imprints the body, making it a part of the signifying process. Signing or marking the body signifies its passage into writing, its becoming a literary body, and generally also a narrative body, in that the inscription of the sign depends on and produces a story.29



Brooks acknowledges the cultural inscription of the body, while also recognizing the role of the body in this signifying process. Brooks also introduces something new: the element of narration, or the creation of a story that makes meaning out of the inscriptive processes. Kafka’s story ends with the question of the explorer’s accountability in the execution proceedings as he flees, ashamed and confused, from the penal colony. The notion of accountability is related to the ability to give an account, or tell a story about something. Inscription, itself, cannot relate the entire story, because it cannot account for the material body. At the same time, the material body, although an important part of the cultural production of knowledge, fails to communicate anything, without language or narration. One additional element that would complete the constellation is that of interpretation, which is precisely what Kafka’s stories provoke.





 

Chapter Four

Feminist Negative Dialectics: Dialectical Materialism and the “Transfigured Body”

In this chapter, I will examine the critical link between the body and Adorno’s philosophy of negative dialectics. Negative Dialectics, one of Adorno’s last works to be published during his lifetime, has been described by Martin Jay as “the bleakest expression of [Adorno’s] ‘melancholy science.’”1 One of Adorno’s more antagonistic critics, Leszek Kolakowski, wrote shortly after the book’s publication: “There can be few works of philosophy that give such an overpowering impression of sterility as Negative Dialectics. “2 Even the format of the book is overwhelming, with intimidating blocks of text that confront the reader without any respites of breaks or indentation. Littered throughout the text, however, are flashing moments of Utopian hope that for a brief instant reveal Adorno’s longing for a better world. At one point in Negative Dialectics he writes: “The position of thought towards happiness would be the negation of each and every false one.”3 This notion of happiness, one of the fundamental objectives of Adorno’s reflections, is intimately entangled in his thought with the body.4 He most provocatively insists at one point in Negative Dialectics: “… what hope clings to … is the transfigured body” The articulation of happiness, hope and the “transfigured body” represents an important constellation in Adorno’s thought that will be the focus of my discussion in this chapter.

Negative Dialectics is the culmination of Adorno’s attempt to preserve the tension between concept and object by challenging the autonomy of thought through the “impossible possibility”5 of representing the only possibility of reconciliation as the philosophical elucidation of the very concepts that make reconciliation impossible. In my discussion, I will argue that the body is the privileged metaphor in Adorno’s writing and the site where he negotiates the tension between the limits of conceptual thinking and the Utopian potential of negative dialectics. More explicitly than any of his other works, Negative Dialectics grapples with the implications of Auschwitz for metaphysics, Marxism and philosophy, and it is in his reflections on this question that he articulates a dialectical materialism and a new “moral imperative” that he claims necessarily emerges from the body. My analysis of Negative Dialectics explores the meaning of the body for Adorno’s re-conceptualization of the role of philosophy. The “somatic element”6 that he elicits through negative dialectics is starkly contrasted with “discursive” approaches that do not or can not possibly express “the unbearable physical pain to which people were exposed”—the inexpressible. According to Adorno, philosophy that does not evoke a bodily response and take a moral position, remains blind to barbarity and injustice, and would become like “the musical accompaniment with which the SS liked to drown out the screams of its victims.”7

One of the fundamental objectives of this chapter is to show the actuality of Adorno’s philosophy of negative dialectics and his approach to the body for helping to critically think through some of the contemporary controversies that involve the body. Of particular interest to me is the potential use of Adorno’s thought to help clarify some of the most pressing problems of feminist theory, which have tended to hover precisely around questions about the relationship of identity and the body. Relevant to this discussion is the massive proliferation of academic work on the body, mostly within the field of post-structuralism and various discourses of social constructionivism. This phenomenon, as I will show, has resulted in a commodification of the body, and that even as these discourses attempt a “destabilization” of identity, a contradictory situation results in which they reinscribe the logic of identity at an even more elusive level. I will therefore begin with a discussion of the contemporary state of feminist studies on the body, from which my own reading of Adorno both emerges and differs in important and meaningful ways.

“THE BODY-SHOP”: THE ACADEMIC COMMODIFICATION/FETISHIZATION OF THE BODY

As the site of pleasure, lust, desire, passion and the erotic, the body is a marketer’s dream: easily sensationalized and readily commodified. Slick book covers with arousing pictures of body parts and sexy titles sell. How can we explain this rapid proliferation of work on the body? If it is true that the body is a site of resistance, as so many academics (including myself) have claimed, surely the revolution should be just around the corner! Terry Eagleton has observed, in what he reproachfully calls the “body shop” of the academic left, a profound sense of apathy that accompanies the intense scrutiny of the body. Eagleton notes that in the mass production of academic work on the body, generated mostly within the discourse of post-structuralism, there is a loss of the political significance of the body, both in contemporary capitalist society and in the intellectual history of modernity. Eagleton argues, “The logic of the marketplace is one network of desire of which individuals seem the mere fleeting effects.”8 Using the body to wage a war against mind, as these postmodern theories do, is to incorporate “something of the material logic of advanced capitalism” and turn it against the “spiritual foundations” of capitalism, that have been rendered increasingly obsolete by the operation of the capitalist market itself.9 According to Eagleton, this is precisely why work on the body is so popular today. It is not necessarily anti-capitalist. The politics of postmodernism, according to Eagleton, have moved from a radical politics of the body that revolved around questions of sexuality to a displacement of politics to questions of subjectivity and pleasure, which is often configured as a form of “consumerist hedonism.” “The body … is currently en route to becoming the greatest fetish of all.”10 William Pietz, one of the most interesting and illuminating thinkers on the fetish, proves to be insightful here in the way that he clarifies the relation between the fetish and displacement. Pietz traces the history of the word “fetish” to Portuguese explorers trading on the West Coast of Africa, who used the word fetico to describe the mysterious amulets and objects of the African peoples that they encountered. From fetico, the word fetisso, or fetish, evolved. The trading between these “radically heterogeneous cultures during this area of mercantile capitalism” depended on these fetico or fetish to help determine the ambiguities of value in this nascent era of a global economy. The fetish, therefore, in Pietz’s analysis is an embodiment of social contradiction upon which fears and differences are displaced, negotiated and contested. The body, in its academic incarnation, becomes the most baffling example of a “sensuous supersensuous thing.”11 Related to this, and perhaps the most disconcerting aspects of this obsession with the body, is the inattention to the body at work. “If the libidinal body is in, the labouring body is out.”12 Eagleton’s insights into the current state of bodily affairs leads directly to Herbert Marcuses notion of “repressive desub-limation” which proves to be an enduring and productive way of thinking about this disquieting question of the de-politicization of the body. Marcuse’s thought here is deeply concerned, as is Adorno’s, with the laboring body. Marcuse’s useful concept helps to reveal some of the underlying beliefs and practices that construct intellectual labor at the university—the most insidious being a perpetuation of the mind/body dualism which can be held accountable for the reification of theory and the aversion to praxis, and the ideological perpetuation of the chasm between intellectual and physical labor.

Herbert Marcuse was the enfant terrible of the so-called Frankfurt School. After the Second World War, he chose to stay in America, where he had spent his exile years. Marcuse strayed from his cohorts Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Leo Loewenthal, who maintained a resolute insistence on the transformative power of critique and mistrust of praxis, and joined the burgeoning counter-culture movement in America, participating in sit-ins and protests at The University of California where he worked as a professor. Marcuse never disavowed the potential of critical thought, however, and his ability to synthesize intellectual thought and practice is a testament to this. Marcuse’s writing during this period revolves around the complex relationship between human instinctual desire and social progress. His thought can be read as a response to Freud’s influential thesis in Civilization and its Discontents. It is here that Freud maintains that cultural and economic progress is based upon the ability of people to live together in a harmonious and productive way, which is predicated on the ability to control instinctual desires and drives. “It is impossible to overlook,” Freud writes, “the extent to which civilization is built upon a renunciation of instinct, how much it presupposes precisely the non-satisfaction of our most powerful instincts.”13 In this model of civilization, repression becomes the necessary mechanism of social progress. This expression of the incommensurable opposition between human desires and instincts, on the one hand, and a society that demands their repression in the name of progress, on the other hand, is re-constituted by Marcuse. He inverts and extends the traditional Freudian analysis here, where civilization is formed by the repression of desires, and argues instead that there is an exploitive restructuring of pleasure in capitalism where desires are manipulated for the advancement of profit.

Marcuse maintains that Max Weber’s analysis of work in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, where desire for pleasure had to be sublimated in order for the worker to succeed, has now been overturned in this stage of capitalism and has given way to a new logic. This logic of consumerism works to restructure pleasure for the purpose of control. Whereas capitalism used to require hard work and sacrifice, it now requires a manipulated form of leisure and self-indulgence. In advanced industrial society, the body is therefore allowed to be “sexual” in order to mask that it is first and foremost an instrument of oppressive labor. Sexuality is expressed in the workplace with the effect of making the body more susceptible to controlled satisfaction. Marcuse writes: “Technical progress and more comfortable living permit the systematic inclusion of libidinal components into the realm of commodity production and exchange.”14 Sexuality is expressed in the workplace with the effect of making the body more susceptible to controlled satisfaction. This distorted form of “sexual liberation” eliminates a degree of discontent, or this is actually created by the repressive power of society, while at the same time weakening the chance for a more authentic form of sexual liberation. Marcuse describes this process as “repressive desublimation.”

When applied to the academic setting, Marcuse’s thesis provides an illuminating insight into the burgeoning field of academic work on the body. The proliferation of work on the body in the academy can be understood as a form of repressive desublimation, in which intellectual laborers participate in our own oppression, thereby perpetuating a system that masks the fact that intellectual labor is a form of work, and that our bodies are instruments of labor, not simply “disembodied minds.”

Now, ironically, the overwhelming majority of research on the body in the academy is generated by women and even more importantly feminist thinkers. Feminists, of course, have been instrumental in overturning the long-held belief in “disembodied knowledge” or what has been referred to and criticized by Sandra Harding as the “God’s eye view” which hovers above the material happenings of the world below, a trans-historical perspective of a sexless, context-free knower.15 Harding suggests that the distrust of the body stems from the fact that the body is a constant reminder of our locatedness in both space and time, which is an impediment to the dream of omniscience and objectivity. In contrast, Harding has insisted on the importance of subjective experiences and social position. Harding distinguishes between “objectivism,” a belief in a “God’s eye view,” and “objectivity,” which is a way of knowing that can circumvent and critique weak forms of relativity without positing a perspective that is not grounded in a social location. Adorno’s obstinate demand that we need to think “mortal thoughts” is a powerful correlative to this. Chipping away at the mind/body dualism that is the ideological buttress of this version of objectivity, feminists have insisted on the importance of subjective experience and social position. The contradiction that is exposed by Marcuses’ critique is that while feminists have been instrumental in exposing the fallacy of the hierarchical division of the mind/body binarism and the accompanying gendered assumptions, academic work on the body tends to re-inscribe this division on the institutional level, masking the fact that we are physical laboring bodies. In a recent article by Xioying Wang entitled “The Body that puts the Mind on Trial,” Wang aggressively describes the effect of “repressive desublimation” in academia:


Thanks to its failure to situate this politics of the body in the context of late capitalism, the academic Left has helped liberate the erotic potential of the body from the constraints of metaphysics only, in turn, to leave the liberated body more and more open to the forces of the market.16



Taking these criticisms seriously, one is able to glimpse the negative side of the degree of “freedom” that post-modern approaches have offered, especially for women.

Post-structuralism and postmodernism have questioned the giveness of the “so-called body,” preferring instead to refer to a textual body, with a stress on discursive construction. This line of thought owes much to Foucault’s seminal insights into the sustained attempts to construct a useful and economically exploitable “docile” body. Foucault’s analysis established the vocabulary that opened up the notion that the body is discursively constructed, an object of knowledge, and the principle target for relations of power. This line of thinking has fostered the viewing of the “body as text,” a culturally constructed artifact that needs to be interpreted rather than something that has an inherent or “natural” meaning. This has dissolved, to a certain degree, the imposed unity of women’s identity with the body and creating a space for imagining liberating practices. Judith Butler’s work in Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity comes to mind here as the most obvious example of this.17 Butler insists that the category of “woman” (as well as other such categories) should be a site of continuing contestation. When the concept of “woman” “is relieved of it foundational weight,” Butler argues, “it renders it a site of permanent political contest.”18 Butler claims that the objective of her inquiries is “to formulate within this constituted frame a critique of the categories of identity that contemporary juridical structures engender, naturalize and immobilize.”19 This intoxication with the body is a bacchanal of “unlimited possibilities and choices.” There is, however, something suspicious in this reification of “choice” as a ground for subjectivity, something that aligns this sort of thinking with the most basic rhetoric of capitalist consumer society. Butler, of course, has played an essential role in the meaningful movement to destabilize or “trouble” the fixity of gender identification. The problem, however, is in the way that the rhetoric around “choose your gender” has reified both the concept of gender, and the notion of choice, without actually disturbing some of the most fundamental patriarchal structures of identity. Butler writes at one point in her typically intricate fashion, “There is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results.”20 Judith Butler coined this concept of “performativity,” which has achieved much currency because it readily expresses the ways in which the gendered self is constituted through practice. Butler elaborates: “The effect of gender is produced through the stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements and styles of various kinds constituted the illusion of an abiding gendered self.”21 One of the tasks that needs to be undertaken is to unpack Butler’s confusing and at times equivocal usage of the word “gender.” For now, however, I will follow the line of her argument and save this for a little later. Performativity is admittedly a useful concept, and I agree that practices constitute gender. However, I disagree with Butler’s conclusion that performativity necessarily reflects the “illusion of an abiding gender,” which I interpret here as meaning the category of “woman.” There is no reason to assume that the recognition of constituting practices means that the sense of a continuous self as a woman is necessarily based on an illusion of substance. Allison Weir has made this position clear in her work. Weir writes:


I can quite consciously believe that I am made, not born, a woman, and I can experience my gendered self as subject to change and diffusion, as ambiguous and complex, layered and conflicted, restrictive and enabling, shaped through identifications with and desires for others of various genders, while still experiencing myself in a meaningful way as a woman.22



Weir underscores the importance of experience in her simple yet astute point. For Butler, the category of experience is anathema because it introduces the notion of a pre-discursive subject. This is, of course, precisely the opposite direction that she is headed. Butler, engaged in the post-structural project, dissolves the epistemological claims to women’s identity in exchange for fragmentation and difference. This approach insists on the contextual, mutable, and multiple and contradictory identifications of “Woman.” The tension or perhaps contradiction that arises from this approach is that the surrender of identity has also signified the giving up to a certain extent of the political organization needed to overcome oppressive forces. “Women’s experience,” the at one time revolutionary and now traditional ground for political action is based on the assumption of identity while at the same time engaged in the process of criticizing and deconstructing texts, ideologies, and social constructs that reinforce this identity as a means of oppression. In contrast, Butler deduces from her arguments about constituting practices that: “The proliferation of gender style and identity, if that word still makes sense, implicitly contests the always already political binary distinction between genders that is often taken for granted.”23 She concludes that proliferation of gender style represents “the promise of the possibility of complex and generative subject-positions that neither presuppose nor fix their constitutive subjects in their place.”24 In Butler’s estimation, exploding the binary gender distinction into a proliferation of various gender “identities” becomes an implicitly political act. Included in the trajectory of such feminist rhetoric is Butler’s analysis of drag as parody, Susan McClary’s reading of Madonna as a form of subversive feminist resistance, and the valorization of plastic surgery and sex-change operations25 that enable one to read the cutting off of body parts as “political acts” and forms of empowerment. In all of these instances, the body is understood as a “text” with multiple interpretive possibilities. Although I agree with the need to disintegrate the fairy-tale/nightmare of the binarism, Butler’s means of enacting this is troubling to me. Teresa de Lauretis has warned of the ominous effects of “textualizing women’s experience,” arguing that this act denies sexual specificity and treats “woman” as a mere discursive category rather than having a material history grounded in lived experience.26 By way of example, there is the cultural icon, Madonna, who has become a sort of “celebrity feminist”27 heroine because of her ability to move so fluidly between identities. Her “Open Your Heart to Me” video, where she performs as a porno queen in one instance and then changes her clothes into those of a playful little boy has been critically acclaimed by feminists, including Butler, for promoting this kind of gender as performance/multiple subjectivity feminism.28 Susan Bordo has wisely suggested that this does not offer a “liberating postmodern subjectivity” as some have argued. She writes:


The notion that one can play a porno house by night and regain one’s androgynous innocence by day does not seem to me to be a refusal of es-sentialist categories about gender, but rather a new inscription of mind/body dualism. What the body does is immaterial, so long as the imagination is free.29



On closer examination, the postmodern attempt to dissolve identity has become complicit in re-inscribing and reinforcing fundamental patriarchal bi-narisms that generate and reinscribe identity in more insidious ways, marketing it under the capitalist clarion call—the freedom to choose. There is no mistaking that this movement is one of the impulses of identity logic. A culmination of homogeneity that imagines the body to be as malleable as plastic, a dystopia of free choice in which we all end up choosing the same thing. Does it really matter if we choose Coke or Pepsi?

What does all of this, one might rightly ask at this point, have to do with Adorno’s negative dialectics? On the surface, much of postmodern discourse seems to share Adorno’s vocabulary. Attempts to read Adorno as a post-modernist avant la lettre have highlighted aspects of his thought such as his emphasis on aphoristic thinking, his critique of reason and the repudiation of foundationalism in philosophy, and most importantly, the links between identity and structures of domination.30 It is precisely in the relation to the body, however, that the differences and advantages to Adorno’s thought become most evident. The most glaring contrast is that the body that is evoked in the discourse of post-structuralism is the site of jouissance and orgasmic pleasure. It is the locus of textuality, play and beauty. For Adorno, the body attests to inexpressible suffering and oppression. The “somatic element” that signals unrest in Adorno’s thought is meant to elicit critical thought and critique. Negative dialectics is, in this sense, an attempt to “think through the body”31 Without exposing it to the commodifying forces of late capitalism. This means evading the compulsion of identity logic on many different levels. The current approach to the body that avoids the “dreary” subject of suffering and instead focuses on a more sensationalist pleasure—pleasure in and of textuality, the local or the popular, and above all, a reified body that is merely trapped in a reversal of the traditional hierarchies has lead to a condition of the subject not being able to feel pain or express suffering, which, as Adorno has shown, may in fact be the last line of defense in the individual’s ability to resist.32 This seems to be especially true in the case of feminist scholarship, where “thinking through the body” has become a popular catch-phrase.

NEGATIVE DIALECTICS: “AN EXERCISE INCITING”

Adorno described Negative Dialectics as his “fat child” that represents the quintessence of his thought. The work is a self-conscious attempt to write philosophy even as “the moment to realize it was missed.” This enigmatic oft-quoted opening to the work reaffirms Adorno’s belief in the potential of theory even in the face of the failures of political movements and the absence of a collective revolutionary subject. Jürgen Habermas has most insightfully described Negative Dialectics as “an exercise in waiting” within the dialectic of reason that turns identitarian thought’s own weapons against itself, without giving up and attempting to escape from it. The book is a reaffirmation of Adorno’s passion for immanent criticism. In a letter to Horkheimer, to whom he sent the first draft, he writes:


I hope you won’t see it [the draft] as a reversion to philosophy. It was intended rather, as an attempt to extend (to put it mildly) the traditional concept of the philosophical problem from within itself … The only controversial aspect of it might be whether it was necessary to go into the so-called specialized philosophical field to do this; but this is just my passion for immanent criticism—it is not merely a passion—and may be justified to some extent in the book.33



Adorno’s ambivalence towards philosophy as both a mode of critique and foundation for knowledge is made apparent here. The problem with philosophy, concisely stated, is a problem with conceptual thought. Adorno describes this as a kind of thinking that has a “fanatical intolerance” towards contingency, unfa-miliarity and contradiction. If we recall from my discussion of Adorno’s critique of identity thinking in Chapter 1, conceptual thought participates in an episte-mological process that collapses the distinction between knower and known. In an effort to overcome the object’s negativity, the subject subsumes the particularity of the object in the familiarity of the concept. Adorno is critical of all forms of philosophical thought that subsume the particular in the universal, the thing in the concept and the object in the subject. In the vanity of identity thinking, the subject looks at the object and sees only a reflection of its self. Difference is thereby transformed into identity. Constituting the object in such a way is a violent process that operates under unrelenting pressure to capture the object within the concept, and to formulate a totality. Adorno challenges the complacency of the autonomy of thought that is convinced that consciousness reflects the reality of its surrounding existence. Negative dialectics is a radical departure from modes of thought that posit a constitutive subject whose concepts and categories shape the world from the false position of transcendental knowledge. One of Adorno’s unique intellectual feats was his ability to ferret out the many ubiquitous forms of identity thinking, whether it was the homogenizing products of the culture industry, the Kantian philosophical system, the subjugation of nature and ideology, itself. These are all criticized by Adorno for operating under the logic of identity, instances where contradiction, antagonism and difference in the object are liquidated and erased by identity thought. Negative Dialectics is not, however, a wholesale rejection of the project and potential of philosophy, but rather the attempt to reveal the limits of conceptual thought and depart from prevalent modes of identity thinking by giving thought over to the “density of experience.” Adorno’s project of re-conceptualizing philosophy emerges, as I shall show, in profoundly somatic terms. This is made particularly apparent in the final chapter of Negative Dialectics, entitled “Meditations on Metaphysics,” which proves to be most fascinating and relevant to my discussion. It is here that Adorno makes the reference to the “transfigured body,” and also where the articulation of the body and suffering is made most evident.

METAPHYSICS AND THE BODY

The “Meditations on Metaphysics” is a striking example of Adorno’s desire to make form reach content. Adorno’s commitment to the constitutive nature of form and style were inspired by his early study of music and his work on Alban Berg and Arnold Schoenberg and his reflections on metaphysics in this section can best be understood as his striving to make philosophy approximate music.34 In the Philosophy of Modern Music, Adorno describes the allure of music as follows: “Music shrunk to the moment, is true as the eruption of negative experiences. It is concerned with real pain, the pain of the real. What really radical music knows is the untransfigured suffering of man.”35 This ability to express suffering was what Adorno aspired to in philosophy and the statement that best conveys this sentiment is his assertion that “The need to lend a voice to suffering is a condition of all truth.”36 In his philosophy of negative dialectics, the desire to express this “untransfigured suffering” is precisely the motivation that constitutes the ‘transfigured body’.

Adorno arranges the final section of Negative Dialectics according to what he calls “models,” a concept that he borrows from Schoenberg. Models are used by Schoenberg as thematic material in his musical compositions in which “the identity of which remains throughout a series of variations.”37 Schoenberg describes the model as material that was “all the same thing,” whose identity ultimately “reveals itself as nonidentity.”38 The thematic material is of such a nature that to attempt to secure it is tantamount to varying it. Adorno strategically implements the model form as a critique of metaphysics. The traditional topics of metaphysics such as life, death, immortality, resurrection, happiness, transcendence and hope, on which he chooses to write, are “identical” in some ways to the philosophical tradition to which he is responding, yet they are revealed as radically other in the development of their discussion.


The concept of development and the element of time are of critical importance to Schoenberg’s notion of the musical model because both contribute to the essential “historical” nature of music to which Adorno was drawn. He draws on this integral aspect of historicity for his reflections on metaphysics. Adorno writes on the power of music:



Music is, as temporal art, bound by its very medium to the form of succession, and therewith as irreversible as time. Once it commences, it is obliged to go further, to become something new, to develop itself. … History is not external to the musical work.”39

The very essential relationship of music to time and its historical nature is true not only for the formal and stylistic features of Schoenberg’s notion of the model, but also for the particular way that the musical content relates to this. Adorno locates one of Schoenberg’s particular moments of brilliance as his ability to recognize and express in his musical forms the fact that that compositions are not guaranteed immortality and that they are in fact, profoundly transient. Adorno carries this insight over into his discussion in Negative Dialectics in order to attack the false pretense of the eternal and transcendental quality of metaphysical thinking. The first sentence of the “Meditations on Metaphysics” reads “We cannot say anymore that the immutable is truth, and that the mobile, transitory is appearance. …”40 Adorno’s philosophy of negative dialectics is formulated with a profound sense of the historicity of thought and the pressing importance of development due to the acknowledged transience of its own nature. Lastly, on the issue of the musical provenance of the “Meditations on Metaphysics,” it has been noted that this last section is divided into twelve sub-topics, perhaps yet another tribute to Schoenberg.41

The reflections on life, death, immortality, resurrection, happiness, transcendence and hope in the “Meditations on Metaphysics” are all attempts to practice a form of thinking and critique that moves beyond the confines of identity logic. These topics are traditionally thought of in the philosophical tradition as “timeless” issues that defy a concrete notion of history. For Adorno, however, it is precisely here, in a section devoted to questions that revolve around concerns that are ordinarily considered to be rather “immaterial” or “transcendental” that his peculiar form of materialism is given its strongest articulation. The word “metaphysics” dates back to Aristotle, whose un titled group of texts were named “meta ta physika”—literally, “after the things of nature.”42 Aristotle addresses in these texts the questions of what he called the “first philosophy” or ontology. The discipline of metaphysics, which has come to represent “the science of things transcending what is physical or natural”43 or what since Kant has come to mean “a priori speculation on questions that cannot be answered by scientific observation and experiment”44 is engaged by Adorno here and debunked as a flight from material suffering and the acknowledgment of the body.

It is key to note that Adorno’s reflections on things metaphysical here demonstrate his efforts to philosophize from material concerns rather than about materialism per se. In Negative Dialectics, he insists that “The course of history forces materialism upon metaphysics, traditionally the direct antithesis of materialism.”45 This particular philosophical approach was developed early in Adorno’s intellectual history in his inaugural lecture, “The Actuality of Philosophy,” which is his first attempt to articulate the relationship between dialectical thought and materialism. A brief detour here to outline this seminal early writing will prove useful for elucidating his peculiar form of materialism.

“The Actuality of Philosophy” is not in any sense a representative of orthodox dialectical materialism. Adorno’s materialism moves beyond a simple assumption of the distinction between essence and appearance, production and circulation, and the concrete and the abstract. Instead, Adorno sets out a philosophical program here that emerges from what he names a “materialist perception.” This means that philosophy proceeds from a particular existing situation and not from an abstract a priori understanding of the “essential.” Adorno begins the essay with the forceful statement: “Every philosophy today that does not depend on the security of current intellectual and social conditions, but instead on truth, sees itself facing the problem of a liquidation of philosophy.”46 Adorno suggests a concrete philosophical and political program in this essay that he calls “dialectical materialism” because of the way it interacts with history. In contrast to the Hegelian formulation of the gradual unfolding of truth within history, for Adorno, philosophy is the process that critically challenges the course of history rather than merging with it.47 It is this historical entanglement that constitutes the “actuality” of philosophy. Adorno also extends this understanding to a meta-level suggesting that the process of intellectual history should be engaged in a similar dialectical process. In other words, philosophy needs to engage with the history of philosophy, confronting idealist concepts and philosophical tenets with material reality. Adorno insists that “Only an essentially undialectical philosophy, one which aims at a-historical truth, could maintain that the old problems could simply be removed by forgetting them and starting fresh at the beginning.”48 True to his commitment to negativity, it is easier to characterize his philosophy as a negation of idealism, rather than a positive statement of materialism. Adorno’s particular brand of materialism emerges however in the interstices of the essay and as a sort of universal acid that dissolves what he characterizes as the most fundamental premise of bourgeois idealism—the identity between subject and object. Adorno begins the essay with a strong expression of this: “Whoever chooses philosophy as a profession today must first reject the illusion that earlier philosophical enterprises began with: that the power of thought is sufficient to grasp the totality of the real.”49 According to Adorno, “The adequacy of thought and being as totality … has decomposed …”50 This quotation is made particularly interesting by Adorno’s choice of expression here. It is typical of him to use the language of decay to refer to philosophical ideas and concepts. Not only does this articulation imbue philosophical concepts with a sense of temporality, but it also makes them appear as organic materials with a unique life cycle ending in death and decay. This is a departure from conceiving of thoughts and ideas in the abstract and a move towards concretion. The “organic” is a recurring motif in Adorno’s thought that appears and is used, much of the time to refer to a materiality and spontaneity of the body and in contrast to the lifelessness associated with reification.51 This is one of the recurring notions on his lecture “The Idea of Natural History.” He criticizes the approach that views history as something already concluded and unchangeable. From this perspective, history is a field of abandoned, lifeless, and forgotten things. Different disciplines such as philosophy, the natural sciences and history approach these things with a “shopping-list” mentality as things that need to be accumulated as if this is what constitutes the sum total of knowledge. For Adorno, this is a mis-recognition of the relationship between history and knowledge. Instead, one needs to approach history from a position of critical interpretation, self-conscious of one’s relation to the historical situation. In this approach, knowledge is created in the interaction between one’s self and historical objects, understood as organic living objects. In this way, “The truth does not lie in history … but history lies in truth.” Adorno ends “The Actuality of Philosophy” by describing the interaction of thought and dialectics as follows: “The productivity of thinking is able to prove itself only dialectically, in historical concreteness.”52 The “Meditations on Metaphysics,” proceeds from and further develops these ideas, beginning with an aphorism entitled “After Auschwitz,” which for Adorno is the defining concrete historical event that his philosophy is compelled to address.

Adorno once again proceeds from a “materialist perception” which he further clarifies as follows: “We are not to philosophize about concrete things; we are to philosophize, rather, out of these things.”53 In this move, Adorno avoids, to a great part, the philosophical conundrums associated with materialism, by insisting that negative dialectics is “not about concrete things but rather is derived from them.” The giveness and immediacy associated with forms of materialism proves to be a problem for his overall commitment to mediation. Terry Eagleton has described this aspect of Adorno’s materialism as negotiating the terrain between the “‘bad’ immediacy of the object and the false self-identity of the concept.”54 The body becomes a distinctive site from which Adorno’s materialist concerns emerge and are negotiated. One astounding passage in Negative Dialectics provocatively illustrates the role of the body in its complexities in Adorno’s thought. Adorno discusses a new categorical imperative that emerges as a consequence of the defining historical moment of cruelty and suffering—Auschwitz. This imperative, unlike the Kantian one that requires “one to act only on that maxim which you can at the same time will that it should become a universal law” is not characterized by abstract universality, does not function as a command or require the repression of desires and passions. This imperative, in contrast, emerges spontaneously from the sensual body.


A new categorical imperative has been imposed by Hitler upon unfree mankind: to arrange their thoughts and actions so that Auschwitz will not repeat itself, so that nothing similar will happen. When we want to find reasons for it, this imperative is as refractory as the given one of Kant was once upon a time. Dealing discursively with it would be an outrage, for the new imperative gives us a bodily sensation of the moral addendum—bodily, because it is now the practical abhorrence of the unbearable physical agony to which individuals are exposed even with individuality about to vanish as a form of mental reflection. It is in the unvarnished materialistic motive only that morality survives.55



In this particular instance, the body represents for Adorno the site of morality and a distinctive form of “unvarnished” materialism. The absolute moral abhorrence that is evoked by the “unbearable physical agony to which individuals are exposed” necessarily evokes a bodily response. This authentic bodily sensation is contrasted here with the outrageous inadequacy of a discursive treatment. The significance of the body here is directly related to the importance of suffering. The body is the site where even in the anaesthetized world of glossy magazines and sugar substitutes, pain and suffering still leave their indelible traces. The ability to truly experience suffering becomes the condition of critical and moral consciousness. Tapping into this pain and expressing suffering is the first step of resistance, and perhaps the only one possible. Adorno writes: “The somatic, unmeaningful stratum of life is the stage of suffering, of the suffering which in the camps, without any consolation, burned every soothing feature out of the mind, and out of culture, the mind’s objec-tification.”56 Adorno insists here on the importance of the somatic in light of the meaningfulness of objectified mind and spirit in the face of human suffering. The irreducible somatic moment is the “unvarnished materialistic motive” that can not be discursively evaded, but must be confronted head on.

Adorno’s reflections, above, represent one of his most explicit attempts to deal with the question of “speaking after Auschwitz,” a consistent topos in his later works. Auschwitz represents for Adorno the result of a world reduced to pure identity—a world without a remainder or an outside. Negative dialectics is, however, the paradoxical attempt to think our selves out of this “irrefutable failure of culture” to find a way outside. Adorno’s most famous, oft-quoted and virtually always taken out of context comment about the possibility of poetry after Auschwitz is part of his attempt to define “the final stage of the dialectic of culture and barbarism,”57 not an expression of resignation or retreat, but a critical attempt to find a way of expressing the ineffable. The body represents, for Adorno, the alternative to the inadequacy of “discursive” attempts to express the ineffable. This notion is apparent in my previous discussion of Adorno’s understanding of gesture, where the body counters reified language with a more spontaneous, authentic form of communication. Thinking bodily is the beginning of a new mode of cognition that emerges as the only authentic response possible “after Auschwitz”—a visceral one.

It is impossible to fully address Adorno’s evocation of the body in this context without a discussion of the question of guilt. Without a doubt, the somatic moment that Adorno seeks to elicit is associated with the deep pangs of guilt, experienced in the inner recesses of those who are left to deal with the horrors of history. It is interesting to note here, the ways that Adorno deals with what is commonly referred to as “survivor’s guilt.” Exploited by the media and dealt with rather shallowly in pop psychology, this is a topic that in both profoundly real and at times artificial ways informs and continues to inform the cultural production of intellectual discourse of post-war Germany. The forewords of virtually all of Adorno’s works written during his exile and after the war, contain some reference to the impossible task of surviving after the shock of the knowledge of the suffering experienced during the war. In the section of Negative Dialectics on metaphysics, which was written with the full knowledge of the “final solution,” Adorno deals head-on with the questions revolving life “after Auschwitz.” Sigrid Weigel has provocatively pointed out the particular manner in which Adorno displaces this question from one of individual subjectivity and responsibility onto a more general question about philosophy. 58 In one section in his reflections on metaphysics Adorno reveals this inclination. It is worthwhile to quote in entirety:


The guilt as a life which purely as a fact will strangle other life, according to statistics that eke out an overwhelming number of killed with a minimal number of rescued, as if this were provided in the theory of probabilities—this guilt is irreconcilable with living. And the guilt does no cease to reproduce itself, because not for an instance can it be made fully, presently conscious. This, nothing else, is what compels us to philosophize. And in philosophy we experience a shock: the deeper, the more vigorous its penetration, the greater our suspicious that philosophy removes us from things as they are—that an unveiling of the essence might enable the most superficial and trivial views to prevail over the views that aim at the essence.59



In a peculiar sort of way, Adorno mediates the feelings of guilt (including his own) through a critique of philosophy. Sigrid Weigel concisely sums up this movement in Adorno’s thought as follows: “Adorno displaces the shock from the survivors to philosophy: for in his words, it is philosophy that experiences the shock.”60 Another example of this occurs in a sub-section of Negative Dialectics entitled “Expressing the Inexpressible,” where he addresses the attempt “to express what cannot be articulated.” Once again, Adorno frames this within the parameters of philosophy, leveling his comments against Heidegger, indirectly dealing with the question of National Socialism in this way. It seems that Adorno’s own identification with philosophy contributes to his formulation of this discussion, and the alienation from his own guilt. This is not, however, the only thing that is going on here. The confrontation between the unspeakable and unthinkable as bodily experience and that of philosophy is the shock that moves “thought to think thought” and the moment upon which Adorno’s negative dialectics pounces.

One of the startling effects of the recognition of the irreducible somatic moment is the liberation of mind. Adorno describes the beginning of this liberating process in the following manner:


Unhappy consciousness is not a delusion of the mind’s vanity but something inherent in the mind, the one authentic dignity it had received in its separation from the body. This dignity is the mind’s negative reminder of its physical aspect: its capability of that aspect is the only source of whatever hope the mind can have.61



Adorno’s negative dialectics takes advantage of “unhappy consciousness,” which as the “negative reminder of its physical aspect” is the last vestige of hope for reconciliation.62 The following step towards liberation is described in this passage that illustrates the wickedly complex nature of Adorno’s thought on the body and the secret of negative dialectics:


The elements of independence and irreducibility in the mind may well accord with the supremacy of the object. As soon as the mind calls its chains by name, the chains it get into by changing others, it grows independent here and now. It begins to anticipate, and what it anticipates is freedom, not entangled practice. The idealists made a heaven of the mind, but woe betide the man who had a mind.63



This is an intrepid and strategic move in Adorno’s elaboration of negative dialectics. As I have discussed, in the logic of identity thinking, the concept’s intolerance of contradiction is translated into the attempt to overcome the object’s negativity. Adorno consistently insists that the “appetite for incorporation” that drives the logic of identity is always accompanied by “an aversion to what cannot be incorporated to the very thing that would need to be known.”64 Negative dialectics, propelled by the somatic moment, is not fueled by the desire of the concept, but the “resistance which otherness offers to identity.”65 This moment of resistance that Adorno accords to the object, not only becomes the liberation of the object, but also the redemption of the subject. This is the key to understanding Adorno’s enigmatic statement “But what hope clings to … is the transfigured body.” In the passage above concerning the liberation of the mind, Adorno describes how identity thought reflects the social situation in which mental labor is split from manual labor, the most obvious instantiation of this as the division of mind and body in the discipline of philosophy. In contrast, Adorno’s philosophy of negative dialectics emanates from the body—the penultimate object in the history of western civilization and the absolute “Other” of philosophical thought. The dialectical encounter between mind and body retains the moment of non-identity, thereby transfiguring the oppressed object, and in the process liberating the subject. In the negative dialectics of “thought thinking thought” and the process of naming the “shackles” of identity thought, there is the recognition that the mind is, itself, an object, and this becomes the moment of liberation and freedom from the neurosis of identity. “Adorno celebrates the birth of thought at the very moment that it contemplates the dissolution of the concept (as well as of itself) in the recalcitrance of the object.”66 This is the meaning of Adorno’s claim in the opening of Negative Dialectics that he will use “the strength of the subject to break through the fallacy of constitutive subjectivity.”67 The transfigured body, no longer repressed by the moment of identity, is a Trojan horse, strategically deployed in order to release the mind and liberate critical thinking. This becomes the very condition of critical consciousness. Negative dialectics is revealed as the philosophical process that frees both subject and object, mind and body, and allows the mind to imagine “what it can by definition not yet imagine and foresee; what has no equivalent in its current experience.”68 This relationship provides a paradigmatic example of what I will later discuss as “reconciliation” in Adorno’s thought. For Adorno, the trajectory of his thought is towards the moment of reconciliation, in which there exists the recognition that subject and object are not a priori and single, but rather mutually constituted in a non-oppressive manner. Adorno’s notion of reconciliation will prove extremely useful for my deployment of negative dialectics on the oppressive relation between men and women and the concept of gender later in this chapter.

DEATH IS DIALECTICAL

One of the most complex and intriguing moments of the third model is Adorno’s meditation on death. For Adorno, the meaning of death is radically transformed by the parabolic event of Auschwitz. He suggests, “After Auschwitz there is no word tinged from on high, not even a theological one, that had any right unless it underwent a transformation.”69 What such an unimaginable event of human suffering demonstrates, according to Adorno, is that if life were the highest good, then death would be the worst that could be feared; but Auschwitz is the proof that there is worse than death. Adorno ingeniously re-reads death and the cultural discourse that surrounds it as an example of the compulsive homogenizing force of identity logic and the reifi-cation of mind, thereby transforming this traditional metaphysical topic into a critique of material suffering. For Adorno, death is itself dialectical. On the one hand, death is the absolute identity, where all difference ends. It is this logic of identity that is at work in the concentration camps and the systematic efforts to obliterate any contradiction, antagonism and forms of “Otherness.” Adorno compellingly argues here that


Genocide is the absolute integration. It is on its way wherever men are leveled off—“polished off,” as the German military called it—until one exterminates them literally, as deviations from the concept of their total nullity. Auschwitz confirmed the philosophy of pure identity as death.70



The Holocaust is therefore not just another example of the destructive effects of identity thought, but the consummate proof that identity is death. It is the moment that life, in all of its infinite variance, beauty and spontaneity ends. At the same time, death also represents the absolute materialist proof for the existence of external sensuous objects and evidence that we ourselves are not abstract universal beings.


The more our consciousness is extricated form animality and comes to strike us as solid and lasting in its forms, the more stubbornly will it resist anything that would cause it to doubt its own eternity. Coupled with the subject’s historic enthronement as a mind was the delusion of its inalienability.71



Death becomes the foremost challenge to the “immortal” aspirations of identity thought and the “enthroning of the subject as pure spirit.” Death frustrates the transcendental subject’s complacent assumption of eternality. For this reason, Adorno argues, death elicits the awful and horrific fascination that it does in a society in which “life does not live.” He argues that, “As the subjects live less, death grows more precipitous, more terrifying.”72 His meditation on death can also be read in correlation with his analysis of the dialectic of Enlightenment and the impulse towards self-preservation. In the nexus of thought and action that evolves out of the impulse towards self-preservation, life strives to become object-like, and inorganic in an attempt to ward off death. Self-preservation becomes in this process self-destructiveness. At one point in the Dialectic of Enlightenment Adorno writes: “Die Angst, das Selbst zu verlieren und mit dem Selbst die Grenze zwischen sich und anderen Leben aufzuheben, die Scheu vor Tod und Destruktion, ist in einem Glücksversprechen verschwistert, von dem in jedem Augenblick die Zivilisation bedroht war.”73 The fear of death here is the ultimate dissolution of the bourgeois subject’s domination over him/herself. In the dialectic of the preservation of the ego, death is the inextinguishable reminder of nature in culture and that self-preservation is also a form of self-destruction. Adorno’s key insight here is that the compulsive preservation of the self, enacted by Odysseus in the dialectic of Enlightenment, is entwined with the subjugation of nature and the domination of “otherness,” which is disturbed by the fear of death and the ability to lose one’s self. As Nadezhda Mandelstam, a holocaust survivor insightfully writes in her memoir: “Fear and hope are bound up with each other. Losing hope we lose fear as well—there is nothing to be afraid for.”74

Adorno’s complex reflections on death are further exasperated in some ways, and clarified in others, in his repeated references to Franz Kafka’s Odradek and Beckett’s Hamm and Clov. All three are examples of figures that occupy the negative space of being, material and immaterial, organic and inorganic, alive and dead. Odradek is the enigmatic and monstrous organic body that appears in Kafka’s small fragment “Bachelor’s Ill Luck.” Hamm and Clov appear in Beckett’s “Endgame,” and they represent a similar indescribable place. They are dead people who live on as lingering corpses. They are in a state of rigor mortis, yet “plagued by the fear of the Flying Dutchman, not to be able to die.”75 Odradek’s origins are mysterious and unidentifiable, either Slavish or German, the word itself is described by Kafka as “indefinable” and difficult to express in language. This misshapen figure also fascinated Benjamin, and for him, as we have seen, Odradek represents the distorted reminder of the “most alien and forgotten land”—one’s own body. Benjamin uses the word “Einstellung” or “distortion” to depict Odradek’s shape, demeanor and character. Benjamin writes: “Odradek is the form things assume when they are forgotten. They are distorted. The “cares of the family man,” which no one can identify, are distorted. …”76 Adorno once again borrows this notion from Benjamin, and describes Odradek as the embodiment of the distorted nature of the object in reified society. At the same time, the reading of Odradek is an exemplary case of Adorno’s squabble with Benjamin on the importance of reading images more dialectically. For Adorno, Odradek is both the reflection of the distorting effects of the permeation of the body by the commodity form, and also the embodiment of reconciliation, which for Adorno does not mean identity, but rather a step towards objectivity. “Certainly Odradek is the reverse side of the world of things is a sign of distortion—but as such precisely a mode of transcendence, namely of the removal of the boundary and reconciliation of the organic and the inorganic or of the Aufhebung of death: Odradek ‘survives.’”77 Adorno extends Benjamin’s understanding of Odradek to include its negative Utopian potential. Odradek’s negativity does not refer therefore to his “non-being (das Nichtseiendes),” but rather to something that is existent, which negates, and which “ought not to be (das Nichtseinsollendes.).”78 Odradek, the “forgotten land of the body,” becomes a locus of the experience of both suffering and its transcendence. Adorno’s reference to Odradek is an intimation of one of the paradoxes of his reflections on metaphysics. Even as he is engaged in a relentless critique of “transcendence” and the traditional intentions of metaphysics, he is also profoundly aware that when we lose sight of the moment of transcendence, we also lose sight of absolute otherness—“of the ‘something’ without which our mediations would be mere mirrors of our eviscerated subjectivities.”79 Negative dialectics is not, therefore, the futile attempt to purge the longing for transcendence and the processes of mis-identification that accompanies it, but rather the attempt to recognize the insufficiency of identification and to introduce a new mode of cognition that can critically approximate the object without doing it violence.

THE SENSUOUS BODY AND THE FETISH

Adorno’s reflections on metaphysics ultimately return, like much of his thought, to a critique of Kant. In the opening of the book, Adorno describes his intentions for the section on metaphysics as follows: “The last chapter, groping its way around metaphysical questions, tries by critical self-reflection to give the Copernican revolution an axial turn.”80 The focus here is on the Kantian object (Gegenstand), which Adorno argues is produced by “pure” conceptual activity that closely resembles the nature of reified commodities, which are the product of “pure” and abstract labor. Adorno is motivated to describe a different kind of object, one that he repeatedly describes as a “sensuous object.” His use of the German word ‘tastend’ appeals to the tactile and sensory manner of his approach. The appeal to sensuous objects in his discussion is integral to my discussion because it implies the importance of our senses and the utilization of the sensuous body to apprehend these objects. The problem with Kantian thought, Adorno insists, is that there is a “block” that prevents access to the non-identical. This “block” is historical and not a priori, and constructed upon the divorce of the intellectual and the sensual, the division of mind and body and ultimately the legacy of the division of mental and physical labor.


The separation of the sensual and intellectual realms, the nerve of the argument in favor of the block, is a social product; by the chorismus, sensuality is designated as a victim of the intellect because, all arrangements to the contrary notwithstanding, the state of the world fails to content sensuality.81



In the Kantian system we are confronted with the transcendental separation of the intellectual and the sensual. This is the artifice that Adorno wants to expose as a social product. This construction, Adorno suggests is the only way that Kant can make the world intelligible. Adorno writes this aspect of Kant’s method: “The secret of his philosophy is the unthinkability of despair.”82 For Adorno, the objective of thought is precisely what is unthinkable in the Kantian system—der Verzweiflung. This moment of tension is what “reveals the chasm separating the day of reconciliation and life as it is.”83

A productive way of illuminating Adorno’s evocation of the sensuous body in this section is to look to Marx’s understanding of the nature of sensuous existence in his discussion of capital and the process of fetishism. In the last of the “Economics and Philosophic Manuscripts” there is a fascinating passage that demands attention for both its provocative articulation of sensuous being, objects, and suffering and its striking parallels to Adorno’s thought.


To say that man is a corporeal, living, sensuous, objective being with natural powers means that he has real, sensuous objects as the objects of his being and of his vital expression, or that he can only express his life in real, sensuous objects. To be objective, natural and sensuous, and to have an object, nature and sense outside oneself, or to be oneself, object, nature and sense for a third person is one and the same thing … To be sensuous, i.e. real, is to be and object of sense, a sensuous object, and thus to have sensuous objects outside oneself, objects of one’s sense perception. To be sensuous is to suffer. Man as an objective, sensuous being is therefore a suffering being, and because he feels his suffering, he is a passionate being. Passion is man’s essential power vigorously striving to attain its object.84



There is hardly any distance in Marx’s words above and the sentiments expressed by Adorno in Negative Dialectics. Marx’s discussion above calls attention to the intensely social nature of sensual existence. Objects exist and human beings exist to perceive and to be perceived and to be subjected to the actions of another. For Marx, the theory of the fetishism of the commodity is directly related to his emphasis on sensuousness. I will briefly and simply outline Marx’s rather complex formulation here. The fetish is described by Marx as characteristic of capitalist social relations, something that appears perfectly “natural” but in actuality is rather bizarre. The fetishism of commodities arises from the social character of labor that produces these objects. In the logic of capital, the value of the products of labor rests solely on their ability to be exchanged in an abstract way. In this process of exchange, we become routinely deceived about where value is actually located. In this deception, commodities have nothing to do with the actual physical or sensual properties and the labor from which they are made, but rather with the social relations that are involved in their production and exchange. We forget that somebody, somewhere made them—their labors exploited for profit. The products of labor become commodities, sensuous objects “which are at the same time suprasensible,” which for Marx defines their “fetish character.” Objects of exchange seem to have value in themselves, but in reality, they are only valuable because of their relation to labor value. In the fetishism of the commodity, “a definite social relation between men themselves … assumes here for them, the fantastic form of a relation between things.”85

William Pietz argues in his seminal article “Fetishism and Materialism: The Limits of Theory of Marx” that a particular form of dialectical materialism emerges in Marx’ writing on the fetish that distinguishes him from “vulgar economist’s” ideas of naturalistic materialism. Pietz does a close reading of the ways that a sort of vulgar materialism has been read into Marx’s discussion of sensual objects and corporeal existence. Reading the passage quoted above as one example, Pietz draws a contrary conclusion that proves to be useful for understanding the materialism of the body in Adorno’s thought. “It might seem paradoxical for Marx, a materialist, to be criticizing political economy’s theory of value for being too materialistic. But this is the crucial starting point for Marx’s mature theory of capitalist fetishism: the materiality of “value” is not physical but social.”86 This insight further illuminates what Adorno is referring to when he discusses the “transfigured body.” The body itself is not material in a raw physical sense here. Brecht’s works come to mind here as the best example of a kind of crude materialism of the body, especially in regards to the exuberance of the corporeal in a play like Baal or the organic physicality of the body in his poem “Vom Ertrunkenen Mädchen.” The “transfigured body” is the body marked by the palpable tension between the con-creteness of materiality and the movement of history. If the body were to be conceived as “pure material,” it becomes in Adorno’s thought a “dead thing.” As Asha Varadharajan astutely puts it: “Materialist thinking would then dwindle into a metaphysics of matter; the informing principle of this metaphysics would be commodity exchange. After all, reification is precisely the consequence of forgetting the labor congealed in the commodity.”87 The physicality and materiality of the body for Adorno, as I discussed in relation to his reception of Sohn-Rethel, is unthinkable outside the notion of the laboring body. The latter, of course, is unthinkable outside of social oppression. In one of the sub-sections of Negative Dialectics entided “Suffering Physical,” Adorno discusses the relationship between physical suffering and the need for materialistic thinking. “The physical moment tells our knowledge that suffering ought not to be, that things should be different. ‘Woe speaks: Go.’ Hence the convergence of specific materialism with criticism, with social change in practice.”88 The “physical moment” that Adorno refers to here insists that one recognize that the way things are is not the way they should be. It is necessarily, however, a “convergence” between the “body in pain,” critical reflection, and historical exigency. It is this convergence that inspires the ethical moment that Adorno juxtaposes with the Kantian moral imperative. This understanding of the interaction between materiality and the social/historical is not the same thing as the rather weak and simplistic formulation of this, a sort of “in-between-ness” that is popularly discussed today as “somewhere in between nature and culture.” It is a body transfigured by the negativity generated by the contradiction created through the dialectic of the two.

IDENTITY POLITICS AND THE POLITICS OF IDENTITY

It seems that the body has always played a central role in feminist theory Feminist struggles have revolved around issues related to the body—contraception, the right to abortion, maternity rights, rape, self-defense, body image, and pornography, etc. However, there has also been a lingering ambivalence about casting women’s oppression and liberation in corporeal terms. The body conjures up allegations of a-historicity, essentialism, and biologism—loaded terms that feminists might rather avoid. Essentialism, as it is commonly understood, is the belief in a real and true essence of things, and the accompanying notion that there are “invariable and fixed properties that define the “what-ness of a given entity”89 For women, the body has been the locus of essence. Women have been linked with, reduced to, and projected as the body. The humbling, contaminating, threatening and tempting characteristics of the flesh have been culturally encoded as female. This is of course only one side of the “dualist axis,”90 and the characteristics related to the mind, such as nobility, universality and transcendence have become tied to the masculine. Woman’s liberation seems to be predicated precisely on liberating woman from this identity with the body, freeing them from an “essential” notion of herself. Simone Beauvoir presents the most well-known and eloquent elaboration on this in her magnum opus The Second Sex, where she describes how the female body, with all of its baggage, comes to signify the absolute “Other” to the universality of men. Beauvoir has been decried by certain feminists because of her vociferous contempt of the female body. Her description of the particular cycles of the female body—menstruation, pregnancy, maternity, lactation, etc.—as inherent limitations to equality and transcendence reveal her proclivities and fears of the body as fundamentally alien to cultural and intellectual achievement. One egregious example of this, which makes for extraordinary reading for feminists today, follows:


The central nervous system is affected, with frequent headache, and the sympathetic system [digestion, growth, circulation etc.] is overactive; unconscious control through the central system is reduced, freeing convulsive reflexes and complexes and leading to a marked capriciousness of disposition. The woman is more emotional, more nervous, and more irritable than usual, and may manifest serious psychic disturbance.91



In the passage above, Beauvoir is describing the process of menstruation, which reads more like the symptoms of a venomous poisoning. It has been pointed out that Beauvoir’s treatment of the female body is a strategic maneuver and foil so that she can declare that these “facts” of the biological body have in themselves no significance. Once again, I will turn to Judith Butler and her reading of Simone Beauvoir, which is a paradigmatic example of current popular appropriations of Beauvoir. In an essay that includes the subheading “Gender as Choice,” Butler infers from Beauvoir’s famous dictum:


If we accept the body as a cultural situation, then the notion of a natural body and, indeed, a natural sex” seem increasingly suspect. If the natural body—and natural “sex”—is a fiction, Beauvoir’s theory seems implicitly to ask whether sex was not gender all along.92



Butler’s move here is typical of the post-structuralist feminist discourses. She debunks the traditional appeal to the notion of a “natural body,” which can prove to be a productive and meaningful move,93 but only to reinscribe the concept of gender as a dominant organizing category. Butler’s mis-reading of Beauvoir has been noted by many thinkers, including Toril Moi, who in the most interesting and lucid reading of Beauvoir to date, suggests that the “material body” did indeed have a great deal of significance for Beauvoir’s thought. It is true that Beauvoir’s descriptions of the body, and of functions such as pregnancy, nursing and childbirth, are stunning examples of how the body represented an “object of disgust” to her. However, this does not mean that Beauvoir simply erases the sexual specificity of what distinguishes “woman” as such. Moi writes:


[ … ] it is hard to avoid the conclusion that on Beauvoir’s logic it will always be harder for women than for men to experience themselves as sexual beings and free subjects at one and the same time: in some way or other, women will always be up against their anatomy. Even in a free society there will always be a subtle non-coincidence between women and their anatomy. Sexual difference, perceived as an aspect of materiality of the body, proves to e fundamental to Beauvoir’s analysis of women’s fate under patriarchy: for her women and men will never simply be the same. The point to be grasped, however, is that nothing in particular follows from the recognition of biological difference, since for Beauvoir, as for any existentialist, the meaning of that difference is never given, but always to be constructed anew.94



Beauvoir’s articulation, the infamous “On ne nâit pas femme: on le devant” (“One is not born, but rather becomes a woman”)95 has become the mantra for the disavowal of the “essentiality” of the body for women’s identity. This is usually attributed to establishing, unintentionally on Beauvoir’s part, the modern sex/gender distinction as it is known today. As the above discussion illustrates, however, sexual difference and its undeniable relation to the body can at once be acknowledged, without attributing any sense of determinant meaning. Moira Gatens, in an astute essay on Beauvoir’s contribution to the sex/gender phenomenon and the multiple and confusing ways that it is used today, argues that this binarism has been responsible, in part, for a de-politicization of feminism. Gender, in this respect, tends to trivialize women’s shared experience:


reducing sexual politics to gender differences and positing as primary the relations obtaining between genders and power, gender and discourse, or gender and class—as if women’s bodies and control of women’s bodies were not a crucial stake in these struggles.96



Similarly, Diana Fuss, in another re-valorization of essentialism examines the “bad rap” that essentialism has received and argues that there is a difference between unintentionally “lapsing” into essentialism, which she accuses post-structuralism of doing, and purposively employing essentialism for political struggles.97 This has led to a recent discussion that valorizes a playful approach that fluidly alternates between the camps of what has become known as “strategic essentialism” (presenting a more-or-less unified understanding of women’s experience of oppression) and strategic non-essentialism (the practice of deconstructive practices that disintegrates this unity). A phrase that sums up this approach and that comes to mind here that is usually attributed to Gayatri Spivak: “let’s pretend to be essentialist feminists when it is strategically necessary.” Spivak’s articulation expresses the need to reject any claims to metaphysical identity, but at the same time recognizes that we should retain the “category of women” for strategic purposes. Strategic essentialism, although appealing and undeniably useful in the short term, seems to me to be a neurotic form of feminist schizophrenia, which is best avoided. Adorno’s negative dialectics provides a means for seeing an alternative to this approach. My previous discussion of Adorno’s particular take on materialism that recognizes constitutive outside historical forces is relevant here.

As I have discussed earlier, the goal of negative dialectics is to formulate a mode of dialectics in which the relation between subject and object, self and other, conceptual thought and sensuous objects, would not collapse into identity. It is useful here to think back to the most basic premise of Adorno’s negative dialectics, which is simply that “objects do not go into concepts without leaving a remainder.” This contradicts the traditional philosophical “rule of correspondence (adequatio).” Butler’s reification of the concept of gender, as evidenced in her quotation above, fails to realize that “the concept of gender can never be fully adequate to its masculine subject or feminine object.”98 In other words, gender itself imposes an identity upon the material determinations of sexual difference. The reification of gender simply rejects the world of “essence” and sides with the world of appearance. This is the very mechanism by which reification works. For Adorno, the concept of essence is located in non-identity. This is not, however, the same thing as negativity hypostatized as the absolute Other. Adorno clarifies this:


Essence can no longer be hypostatized as the pure, spiritual being-in-it-self. Rather, essence passes into that which lies concealed beneath the façade of immediacy, of the supposed facts, and which makes the facts what they are … It can be recognized only by the contradiction between what things are and what they claim to be.99



Essence is transformed in Adorno’s thought into the moment of contradiction between “what things are and what they appear to be.” Locating “gender identity” in this moment of non-identity and contradiction is one way of eluding the “fixity” normally associated with essence, while at the same time holding onto the more valuable aspects offered by “essence,” such as the category of “woman.”

My discussion of the interaction between mind and body in negative dialectics is relevant here. Even as Adorno wants to expose the ways that the mind has repressed the “otherness” of the body in the processes of identity thought, negative dialectics approaches the relationship between subject and object by acknowledging that both are mutually constituted and not wholly indifferent to each other. Reconciliation here is neither the oppressive confines of identity nor the hypostasized otherness of negativity and difference. The notion of inter-subjectivity might also be used here to clarify Adorno’s notion of reconciliation. Inter-subjectivity here is similar, but different in important ways from the general insight (offered by post-structuralism and psychoanalysis) that the subject “is not established a priori or in the singular,” but rather “constituted in and through its relations to its Other.”100 For Adorno, negative dialectics specifically argues against the process of constituting the other—that would be yet another instantiation of “bad identity.” Instead, inter-subjectivity in terms of negative dialectics would be an understanding of how we are essentially different, yet freeing this difference and creating meaning from it, relying most profoundly on the other.

For Adorno, the body plays a key role in this process. The body that he elicits is not meant to destabilize meaning, but in his Utopian sensibility, a means of creating meaning and impelling critical consciousness. For Adorno, the body is a site of integrity and autonomy; the location of heterogeneity but, at the same time, the profound access to inter-subjectivity, where we are forced to recognize difference—due to the fact that we are similar. This is one of the most important insights of negative dialectics. In its efforts to reveal difference, and the extent to which we repress the other, and express the suffering that results from this, it also reveals the degree to which we are similar. The suffering body allows us to experience the failure of the imposed unity of subject and object. Negative dialectics expresses this suffering and reveals the non-identity of the object, but it does not stop there and “hypostatize the concept of nonconceptuality,” but rather it is precisely this disruption of the false totality that allows us to glimpse the possibility of reconciliation and see “what things in their interrelatedness might become if they were allowed to rest in their affinity,”101 instead of forcing them into systems of identification. In the context of the troubled relationship between men and women and so-called “gender relations,” Gayle Rubin sums up this notion in her brilliant essay “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the Political Economy of Sex.” It is with her wise words that I will conclude:


Gender is a socially imposed division of the sexes … Men and women are, of course, different. But they are not as different as day and night, earth and sky, yin and yang, life and death. In fact, from the standpoint of nature, men and women are closer to each other than either is to anything else—for instance, mountains, kangaroos, or coconut palms. The idea that men and women are more different from one another than either is from anything else must come from somewhere other than nature.102
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“What would happiness be that was not measured by the immeasurable grief at what is?”

—Theodor Adorno



Acknowledging the body, as it turns out, proves to be a complex endeavor in the context of philosophy, which has always suffered a sort of intellectual amnesia when it comes to the body. Adorno’s philosophy of negative dialectics both emerges out of and ambivalently engages with this history. It has often been noted that the kernel of Adorno’s entire philosophy can be found in his earliest essays. There is a startling consistency to his works, and his initial description of the oppressive relationship between subject and object and the acute awareness of the curious ways in which we become accomplices to our own subjugation are articulated early on and remain leitmotifs throughout his life. However, it is in the examination of his oeuvre in relation to the body and its attenuating concepts of sensuality, pleasure, desire, and suffering that the development—or what I would call the dialectic—of his thought becomes apparent. What I mean by this is that tracing the body in Adorno’s writings allows us to see his work as situated within and a response to concrete historical exigencies, which reveals the contradictions, entanglements and failures of his thought. This illuminates his work in a new way. Giving his thought over to the vicissitudes of experience underscores his fundamental point concerning the temporal nature of ideas and the importance of history. One of the most profound elements of Adorno’s thought is the realization that his own philosophy, emergent out of a particular historical context, may no longer be relevant at some future point. “Regarding the concrete Utopian possibility, dialectics is the ontology of the wrong state of things. The right state of things would be free of it: neither a system nor a contradiction.” 1 This quotation, which embodies both the buoyant hopefulness and down-to-earth pragmatism of his thought, is a remarkable insight into both the great task and limitations of dialectics.

The potential of, and limits to, dialectics and Adorno’s thought are made heart-wrenchingly apparent in the set of epistolary exchanges between Adorno and Benjamin leading up to Benjamin’s tragic suicide.2 Benjamin had handed in his Baudelaire manuscript to be reviewed for publication in the Institute for Social Research’s journal. Adorno, who had regarded Benjamin as a mentor earlier in their relationship, was now in the position of reviewer and judge. He was rigorous, demanding and a bit patronizing about the work, even as he knew that Benjamin’s income and guarantee of a visa for an escape from the Gestapo depended on a favorable evaluation. Their dispute revolves around Proust, Baudelaire and the theory of memory. Adorno, ever insistent on the role of mediation, disagrees with Benjamin’s characterization of the moment when Proust tastes the infamous Madeleine that provokes the so-called memoire involuntaire as an unconscious moment. Adorno argues that Benjamin’s reading lacks the dialectical element because in his elucidation of memory, he fails to include the moment of forgetting, which for Adorno is the essence of reification. “For all reification is forgetting: objects become purely thing-like the moment they are retained for us without the continued presence of their other aspects: when something of them has become forgotten.”3 Benjamin also remains steadfastly resistant, insisting on the moment of involuntairement in Proust’s experience, and refuses to give in to Adorno’s demands to change his approach. It seems almost unimaginable, but true, that even as Adorno warns us against the bloody and perilous nature of mass action in his theory, he fails to see it as an immanent danger in Benjamin’s circumstance. In the same set of letters where they discuss possible escape routes, and when so much is at stake, they also deliberately engage in a theoretical debate about dialectics. It is his adherence to the theoretical stance that impels him to scold Benjamin for not being dialectical enough and for writing in a manner that “does not seem entirely transparent” while Benjamin is just barely surviving. Both Adorno and Benjamin’s hardheaded adherence to theory, even in light of imminent danger, is disquieting. The gulf between theory and the demands of practice in this situation is almost unbearable. It is in this moment of the failure of dialectic theory that we most acutely sense what Adorno means when he says that dialectics is the “ontology of the wrong state of things.” The element of failure in Adorno’s thought is the “reality principle” that we are forced to confront, the moment where we are forced to acknowledge that things are not right. This moment of confrontation is also our access to the Utopian. Fredric Jameson has described this in the most poetic way. “Historically then, this is the sense in which the vocation of Utopia lies in failure; in which its epistemological value lies in the walls it allows us to feel around our minds, the invisible limits it gives us to deduct by sheerest induction, the miring of our imagination in the mode of production itself, the mud of the present age in which the winged Utopian shoes stick, imagining that to be the force of gravity itself.”4 Jameson reminds us that it is those instances of failure that stimulate our weakened imaginations and allow us for one moment to bring the processes of what Adorno referred to as Verdinglichung to a “stillstand” and to remember our estrangement from ourselves and our humanity. Jameson turns the Utopian on its head—from a soporific, wishful fantasy to the emancipation of our ability to imagine and articulate a social critique that is grounded in material existence and experiences of suffering.

The year 2003 marked the centennial of Adorno’s birth, and many critics have bemusedly noted that even his birth date, which uncannily falls on September 11, will be forever marked by melancholy and gloom. One of the fundamental hopes of this work has been to enact a sort of disenchantment of the reification of negativity in Adorno’s thought, which is so typical of his reception, and to re-consider the relevancy of his philosophy for our times. Adorno’s thought, which unfailingly reminds us of the pain and suffering of the world, also reminds us of its contiguity to happiness or at least the promise of happiness. The Utopian dimension of Adorno’s thought is not just an inspired hope for the best, or a daydream of a better future, but rather a Utopia situated within the critique of material conditions and also the material conditions of knowing. In this way, Adorno does not radically separate the question: “What can we hope for?” from the epistemological question “What can we know?” This reminds me of a famous quip by Sherry Ortner. When asked if she thought it was really possible to know the other in a non-oppressive way, her laconic reply: “Try.” Adorno’s great appeal to me is his belief in the possibility of reconciled non-identity. Corporeality in Adorno’s philosophy is neither truth nor method, but rather a revelation about the distinct possibility for reconciliation—the moment when we are allowed to exist in difference and affinity.
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