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A.
 Introduction

Earlier claims to be modern, during the fifth, twelve, and seventeenth centuries, were articulated through the renewed ethos of an idealized past - respectively, early Christianity, ancient Greece and Rome.1 In contrast, our modern culture, emerging during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, does not depend on the glorified authority of some past historical epoch. What it now means to be modern is an emphatic claim to freedom and innovation, brought about through the critical rejection of all forms of heteronomous authority. The historical decline of previously dominant social practices such as feudal servitude and religious piety, each institutionally maintained through monarchic absolutism and the Christian church, are indicative of this cultural shift to what we now call modernity. The historical emergence of sovereign nation-states, the intensification of bourgeois commodity production and exchange, and an increased sense of freedom and scientific progress are all emblematically emblazoned in those events commonly referred to as the French and Industrial revolutions, and the Enlightenment. This burgeoning ethos of freedom is further evident in the shift from the stylistic orthodoxies governing neo-Classical art to the more lyrical, expressive style of Romanticism.2 From a philosophical perspective, the emergence of the modern ethos of freedom is marked by a critique of rationalist metaphysics and its theistically grounded claim to moral truth. With the dismissal of any transcendent, heteronomous moral authority, modern philosophy confronts the task of articulating a practical reason adequate to the new ethos of freedom.

Early modern conceptions of the relatien between practical reason and action reveal that relation as profoundly contradictory. Evidence of this may be found in seventeenth-century literature some decades prior to the philosophical writings of Descartes. Shakespeare's 'Hamlet', for example, 'is as much the proto-history of the individual in its subjective reflection as it is the drama of the individual paralyzed into inaction by that reflection'.3 Hamlet's preoccupation with a self-justifying, fully transparent practical reason has tragic moral consequences. In contrast, Cervantes' comic character Don Quixote attempts to resolve this contradictory impasse through a demonstrative insistence on action. Practical reason is here overrun by an impulsive drive to action, the outcome of which, at least for the reader, is always fraught with failure. Both Hamlet and Don Quixote thereby demonstrate an early modern awareness of the difficult yet inextricable link between theory and practice. Moreover, when either assumes primacy over the other, that primacy reveals the violence of an indiscriminate power. Against both alternatives, Adorno delineates a third mode of understanding the relation between theory and practice.


A consciousness of theory and praxis must be produced that neither divides the two such that theory becomes powerless and praxis becomes arbitrary, nor refracts theory through the archbourgeois primacy of practical reason proclaimed by Kant and Fichte. Thinking is a doing, theory a form of praxis; already the ideology of the purity of thinking deceives about this. Thinking has a double character: it is immanently determined and rigorous, and yet an inalienably real mode of behaviour in the midst of reality. To the extent that subject, the thinking substance of philosophers, is object, to the extent that it falls within object, subject is already also practical. The irrationality of praxis that continually resurfaces however - its aesthetic archetype are the sudden random actions by which Hamlet carries out his plan and in carrying it out fails - unceasingly animates the illusion of the absolute division between subject and object. Where subject is inveigled into believing that object is something absolutely incommensurable, the communication between the two becomes the prey of blind fate.4



Adorno here outlines a dialectical relation of theory and practice where each mediates or determines the other through becoming that other, albeit in a distinctly transfigured fashion. Each is at once the other and yet distinct from it.

Adorno's understanding of this dialectical relation between theory and practice is perhaps best set in relief by elucidating Horkheimer's crucial distinction between traditional and critical theory.5 Horkheimer distinguishes traditional from critical theory firstly in terms of its differing cognitive interest in relation to social practices. Traditional theory is characterized by its technical, scientific interest in the efficient control or manipulation of existing social structures for the sake of preserving current forms of economic and political power. Critical theory, however, is characterized by an emancipatory interest with respect to the social community generally, by an interest in freedom that questions the overall social framework of existing economic and political relations. Horkheimer further clarifies the distinction between traditional and critical theory in terms of an investigator's methodological relation to the object of study. For the traditional theorist the social object under investigation is considered extrinsic to its theoretical projections. Paradoxically enough, however, the means-end rationality of this instrumental, goal-directed theory effectively subsumes its non-identical social object within the immanent necessity or truth of its self-postulated conceptual telos. In contrast to the self-reflexive subterfuge of this conceptual ratio, critical theory considers those social practices that form its particular object of study as neither wholly external to nor fully reducible to its own conceptual apparatus. Rather critical theory perceives itself as both a determining and determined aspect of those social relations.

While the technical capacity of modern society already holds the potential for producing a community of free individuals, any conceptually orchestrated blueprint for social reconciliation, Horkheimer argues, will degenerate into ideological dogma. In effect '[t]he attempt legitimately to determine practical goals by thinking must always fail'.6 The function of critical theory is thus not so much to specify practical goals for the actualization of freedom, but rather to demonstrate the manner in which human sufferings are maintained or reinforced through contemporary social relations.


[T]he first consequence of the theory which urges a transformation of society as a whole is only an intensification of the struggle with which the theory is connected.7



Now it is just such an intensification of the practical struggle for freedom that Horkheimer and Adorno see themselves accomplishing in their collaborative work entitled Dialectic of Enlightenment.8 Here, they argue, the modern claim to enlightenment, where scientific understanding liberates society from the blind fate of nature by bringing the latter under its technical control for the benefit of all, has turned distinctly sour. In the social context of modern industry, the technical interest guiding scientific understanding (no less the precise characteristic of traditional theory) translates as the specifically bourgeois interest in maintaining its dominant economic and political power. Under the auspices of a scientifically oriented conceptual ratio, the rationality of freedom has been reduced to the instrumental pragmatics of short-term strategic success.


With the abandonment of thought, which in its reified form of mathematics, machine, and organization avenges itself on [those] who have forgotten it, enlightenment has relinquished its own realization.9



Unwilling to see past its much-touted reforms of already existing institutions of economic and political power, the pragmatic claim to freedom reveals nothing more than an instance of social reification. Under these conditions, the claim to freedom becomes an ideological fetter. The contemporary bourgeois claim to the actuality of freedom is nothing more than myth; an unenlightened sign of actual unfreedom.

This dialectic of enlightenment, where a pragmatically directed escape from mythical traditions reverts to myth and unfreedom, is evident, Adorno and Horkheimer contend, in one of the earliest texts of Western civilization. In the cultural shift from the ahistorical traditions of early Greek mythology to the more enlightened historical consciousness of epic narrative, evident in Homer's Odyssey, such a reversal is clearly apparent. The Sirens episode in particular, they argue, is a parable of this dialectic of enlightenment. Here Odysseus adopts two strategically related plans for escaping an otherwise imminent death; a death brought on through being drawn overboard to a watery grave by the intoxicating pleasure of the Sirens' song. The first is to plug the ears of his crew with wax, so they may all the more vigorously row beyond the Sirens' alluring, but illusory promise of reconciliation with the past. What makes this promise illusory is a concomitant denial of future possibilities. Bound to the past, one is equally bound to the will of the mythical gods and the sacrifice of cattle. The happiness offered by the Sirens is a false happiness; a happiness whose only horizon is death. To avoid this deadly fate '[t]he labourers ... must doggedly sublimate in additional effort the drive that impels to diversion. And so they become practical'.10 The second piece of cunning involves Odysseus being bound to the mast of his ship, so that while he may experience the Sirens' seductive call to happiness, he will remain physically unable to be drawn to an early death. Adorno and Horkheimer interpret this as a classic instance of bourgeois asceticism a denial of false pleasures in the name of self-preservation. Once out of range of hearing, the plan is to have Odysseus released on a given signal. The crew, however, not believing they are beyond the Sirens' call, and fearing for their own lives as well as that of their master, refuse to release him. In effect the crew not only perpetuate their own oppression, but they bind Odysseus to his role as master under the self-preserving ruse of an instrumental pragmatics; and this, ostensibly, for the sake of the common good. Having escaped the oppressive structures of mythical culture, Odysseus and his crew are now constrained anew by this self-preserving rationality. It turns against them by reinforcing the separation of master and slave, of intellectual and manual labour, in the name of freedom and social progress.

Governed by the pragmatic link between theory and practice, enlightened reason undermines the social freedom to which it makes claim. Some contemporary manifestations of this self-preserving, instrumental pragmatics are evident in the cost-cutting efficiencies of economic rationalism and in the moral guidelines for social behaviour dished up by the entertainment and media industries. Further instances of this short-term, pragmatic thinking are evident in the political detention of unwanted asylum seekers, and in recent attempts at ethnic cleansing for the sake of preserving national sovereignty. Moreover, modern corporate and state bureaucracies generate a climate of fear and isolation, forcing adjustment on the part of all 'clients' to social practices which, in the name of the common good, surreptitiously obscure their coercive, deforming effects. The morality of rights and entitlements is at once a morality of blame and revenge. Under these conditions contemporary declamations concerning the actuality of freedom and social progress are more indicative of psychological and spiritual repression. No differently from Odysseus and his crew, the modern promise of freedom, of an escape from mythic enthrallment, returns socially as the myth of scientific pragmatism and actual unfreedom. In view of this historical dialectic, Adorno and Horkheimer argue that '[i]f enlightenment does not accommodate reflection on this recidivist element, then it seals its own fate'.11 Again, as they point out some pages later, '[t]he point is rather that the Enlightenment must examine itself, if [humanity is] not to be wholly betrayed'.12

As we remember from the Sirens episode, enlightened reason has its origin in an act of sacrificial cunning, not only for the sake of immediate self-preservation, however, but also for the sake of freedom from nature's unpredictable demands for sacrifice. By transfiguring the form of sacrifice, such that it becomes an act of self-domination through a renunciation of immediate pleasure, Odysseus and his crew escape the mythological world of natural gods. Unknowingly, however, they also instigate a new form of domination with equally mythic proportions - that of an instrumental, pragmatic rationality. Pragmatic reason effectively supplants one form of domination with another - that of an unrestrained capacity to master nature, including oneself and others. Nevertheless within this dialectic of enlightenment, Adorno argues, there lies an implicit critique of domination and sacrifice generally. Rather than simply a figure whose adventures form a parable of the emergence of enlightened, instrumental reason


Odysseus is at the same time a sacrifice for the abrogation of sacrifice. His masterful renunciation, as a struggle against myth, stands in for a society that no longer demands renunciation and domination: one that masters itself, not in order to coerce itself and others, but for reconciliation.13



This reconciliation with nature, others and oneself depends, however, on the recognition of instrumental reason, with its continued demand for sacrifice, as having assumed the unreflected, mythic quality of a repressive second nature. Only through remembrance of what has here been lost, namely our affectively mediated relation to 'first' nature, does reason redeem the possibility of enlightenment and freedom. As Hullot-Kentor reminds us, '[t]he intention of the Odysseus essay - itself an act of organisation and control - is the recovery of the telos of reason through memory of nature and is therefore the most emphatic effort of reason conceivable.14 What distinguishes this recollection of 'first' nature from simple nostalgia, and what differentiates the recovery of the lost telos of freedom from mere wishful thinking, is their negatively determined or critical relation to the repressive, sacrificial demands of modern, instrumental culture.

The relation of critical theory to social practices is a significant aspect of any discourse on freedom. Here I have given an introduction to Adorno's understanding of that relation, since its 'speculative' character informs my attempts to reveal the theoretical instabilities of those other philosophies of freedom which later come up for discussion. Suffice it to say at this juncture that I do not undertake an open-cut examination of the relation between theory and practice in the main body of this work, although it remains a point of reference to which I do implicitly and at times explicitly refer. My analysis is directed more particularly at examining the rational coherence and ethical stability of each of these philosophies of freedom through Adorno's technique of immanent critique. Before concluding this discussion of Adorno's understanding of the relations between theory and practice, however, I will outline the positions taken on this matter by those other philosophies of freedom under consideration. In so doing I shall at once preview the organizational structure of this work.

Adorno's critical participation in the modern ethos of freedom is developed through his philosophical relations to two mutually opposed modes of thinking on the modern question of freedom - what I call the conceptual ratio and an existential poiesis. These opposed strands of ethical reason become evident across three historical phases of modern philosophical thought. In the first instance a logics of freedom, enunciated by Kant and Hegel, reveals claims to the actuality of freedom by way of a governing conceptual ratio. The difference in their ethical claims may be characterized as that of an ethics of individual conviction as against an ethics of inter-subjective responsibility. In a second historical phase we encounter two different aesthetics of existence - the one presented by Nietzsche and the other by Heidegger. Here the aesthetic conditions of possibility for freedom are articulated through an existential poiesis of the will and language respectively. The philosophical opposition of conceptual ratio and existential poiesis as forms of ethical reason is carried through in the more contemporary, antithetical politics of truth given voice by Habermas and Foucault. Despite claiming to dissolve the aporiae surrounding the question of freedom evident in their philosophical forebears, either through a specifically communicative ratio of consensual truth or an aesthetic poiesis of agonistic care, Habermas and Foucault, I argue, simply reproduce them. It might be objected that neither Habermas nor Foucault conforms strictly to these characterizations by virtue of the emphasis given to communicative consensus and power/knowledge relations respectively. Nevertheless it is quite apparent that Habermas' procedure for reaching communicative consensus occurs precisely by way of cognitive rational argument. In effect, coming to consensus on the best available argument amounts to the communicative injunction of a conceptual ratio, where the 'we' reappears as a cognitively rational subject whose transcendental reflexivity now concerns an inter-subjective, communicative ethics. Foucault, for his part, shows that modern power/knowledge relations form the socio-cultural context in which individual selves ultimately emerge with specific existential concerns. In his later writings Foucault presents this concern as a caring for the self through agonistic techniques of aesthetic self-enhancement. Foucault's existential poiesis is that of the aesthetic soul.

Unlike his modern counterparts Adorno does not address the question of freedom through any purely rational or existentially aesthetic procedures, but articulates that question by way of their antagonistic unity, or what becomes a negative dialectics of freedom. In so doing, Adorno firstly rescues sensuous spontaneity and nonidentity from within the all too over-bearing absolutism of the conceptual ratio. Secondly, he redeems a critical metaphysics or Utopian perspective from within the ontological immanence of an eternally recurrent existential poiesis. In effect the modern cultural opposition of conceptual ratio and existential poiesis may be viewed as 'torn halves of an integral freedom, to which however they do not add up'.15

The different logics of freedom enunciated by Kant and Hegel both result in claims to the unity of reason and action through the universal and thereby necessary character of a conceptual ratio. Kant claims to do so through the self-reflexive necessity of a categorical moral imperative. Here the will is free to the extent that it chooses to act according to a self-reflexive judgement concerning the potential universalizability of its proposed action. The ethical subject needs to reflect on whether its will would be universally sanctioned, or become the will of all, before that action could be considered free and good. Insofar as this categorical imperative is the conceptually rational condition of possible freedom, to act in accordance with it becomes an instantiation of freedom. Hegel on the other hand argues that the unity of rational thought and action is achieved through the historically immanent, self-reflective labours of a universal world spirit. While spirit is said to be the self-reflected difference between itself and actual historical practices, the transcendental form, namely spirit, within which this difference occurs nonetheless constitutes their synthetic unity. Indeed spirit's immanent historical claim to social freedom becomes manifest in the sovereignty of the modern nation-state. The inter-subjective recognition of individual rights and responsibilities constitutionally embedded in the laws of the modern nation-state, Hegel argues, is nothing less than the actuality of social freedom.

Nietzsche and Heidegger reject the conceptual ratio as a necessary ground through which freedom becomes possible. Both develop an existential, aesthetic rationality as the ethical basis of possible freedom. Freedom for Nietzsche involves an aesthetically mediated pragmatics, namely the adoption of ethical values that are specifically life affirming. The unity of aesthetic evaluation and practical life emerges in the exemplary will to power of the Übermensch. The will to power over oneself carries an affective pathos where the practice of living one's life is viewed as an ongoing work of art. Nevertheless the chaotic effects of fate all too frequently disrupt this pragmatic synthesis of art and life. Nietzsche's existential aesthetics thereby reveals an eternally recurrent aporia with respect to the unity or disunity of ethical theory and practice. When Heidegger, like Adorno, argues against the primacy of practical reason, he nevertheless discards, unlike Adorno, any notion of subjective will. With Heidegger the question of freedom is addressed as the 'poetic' contemplation of an otherwise unthinkable ontological difference between Being and being-in-the-world (Dasein). The radical indeterminacy of this notion of ontological difference becomes, however, that point where freedom, death, and the thought of nothingness converge in what Heidegger considers the essential belonging together of 'man' and Being. Since the essential truth of Being is freedom, 'man' becomes free to the extent that he contemplates the existential nothingness of Being, namely death. With Heidegger's rejection of any practical will, the question of theory and practice effectively dissolves. The residue of this dissolution, however, is Heidegger's authentic, angst-ridden moment of deathly solitude.

Foucault and Habermas both develop the question of freedom as a modern politics of truth. These politics nonetheless remain radically opposed in their respective exemplary and consensual grounding of truth. Foucault develops an aesthetically oriented pragmatics of freedom that, similarly to Nietzsche, is critical of scientific instrumentalism and its governing conceptual ratio. The instrumental character of power is discursively transfigured in a culturally reflexive aesthetic of freedom. Unlike Nietzsche, the term 'aesthetic' no longer implicates an affective response to the world, but rather, similarly to Heidegger, a sense of cultural belonging to the epoch of modernity. Indeed the drive to freedom is culturally inscribed in our bodies through modern social practices, which in turn limit the possibility of freedom through their culturally reproductive immanence. While claiming to dissolve the ethical contradictions in the ratio of conceptual reason through what Foucault describes as an historical ontology of ourselves, his experimental philosophy of freedom eliminates any determinate difference between freedom and unfreedom. Correlatively the question concerning the unity of ethical theory and practice remains ambivalent. When situated within the cultural immanence of reproductive power relations, any difference between theory and practice evaporates. Yet this difference otherwise appears implicit in the experimental, strategic aspect of Foucault's genealogical nominalism.

Habermas' transcendental pragmatics of communicative consensus, on the other hand, is critical of all forms of strategic, instrumental rationality whether cognitive or aesthetic. Both these forms of instrumental rationality derive from what Habermas refers to as the communicatively distorting systems world of money and power. In contrast, what he nominates as the communicative lifeworld is constituted through the non-strategic, ethical ideal of undistorted, inter-subjective consensus. If socially instituted, Habermas argues, this inter-subjective ideal or social telos would constitute the actuality of social freedom. While Habermas acknowledges the gap between this normative theory of communicative justification and the more practical application of appropriate norms within specific social communities, he nevertheless gestures towards their unity insofar as the application of normative moral values may be ethically justified only through the discursive principle of communicative consensus. Nevertheless, as Habermas is well aware, ethical theory can only indicate the necessary conditions for possible freedom, it cannot stipulate how those conditions may become politically or institutionally actualized.


Moral theory must bequeath this question unanswered to the philosophy of law; the unity of practical reason can be realized in an unequivocal manner only within a network of public forms of communication and practices in which the conditions of rational collective will formation have taken on concrete institutional form.16



In addressing the philosophy of law in his later text Between Facts and Norms, Habermas there argues that the democratically formulated laws of modern society do in fact constitute this unity of ethical theory and social practice. He states


Law is two things at the same time: a system of knowledge and a system of action. We can understand it just as much as a text that consists of normative propositions and interpretations, as we can view it as an institution, that is, as a complex of normatively regulated action. Because motivations and value orientations are interwoven with each other in law as an action system, legal norms have the immediate effectiveness for action that moral judgments as such lack. At the same time, legal institutions differ from naturally emergent institutional orders in virtue of their comparatively high degree of rationality; they give firm shape to a system of knowledge that has been doctrinally refined and coupled with a principled morality. Because law is simultaneously established this way at the levels of culture and society, it can offset the weakness of a morality that exists primarily as knowledge.17



Whether Habermas thereby defends contemporary social norms and so the actual unity of theory and practice, or whether, as argued in his postscript to Between Facts and Norms, he upholds their difference by attributing a critical, speculative role to ethical theory through the counterfactual ideal of communicative consensus remains unclear.18 What creates this ambivalence is Habermas' claim to the necessarily immanent telos of social consensus in communicative exchange. If that telos is necessarily immanent in contemporary communicative action then freedom is already actual; if, however, communicative action remains distorted then that telos can only stand outside or opposed to those practices as a critical, regulative ideal. The unity or disunity of communicative, ethical theory and social practice thus appears indeterminate, and so too the actuality or otherwise of freedom.

Whether cognitive or aesthetic, theories that defend pragmatism or the primacy of practical reason are theories that hold to some form of unbreachable social immanence. Critical of both positions, Adorno argues that '[t]heory steals itself back from the system's immanence only where it shirks its pragmatic fetters, no matter how modified they may be'.19 In contrast to the immanent identity of theory and practice so prevalent in the modern pragmatics of freedom, Adorno argues that theory and practice are best viewed as polar opposites. In effect theory does not so much appear in practice as a cognitive or aesthetic ideal but as the persistent critique of practice. Practice, for its part, 'appears in theory merely, and indeed necessarily, as a blind spot, as an obsession with what is being criticized'.20 Theory is the negatively determinate or sceptical mediation of practice. Indeed the function of theory, Adorno argues, is to intensify the critique of already existing practices.

Adorno's concern here is to maintain the autonomy of critical theory against its disqualification through the socially immanent limitations of any cognitive or aesthetically formulated practical reason. While ethical theory is shaped by already historically embedded social practices and these practices in turn remain irrevocably tied to theory as an explanatory tool, theory nevertheless retains a differential autonomy when critical of contemporary practices. Without autonomy, theory's potentially revolutionary impact on social practices is defused in the instrumental barbarism of 'civilized' progress.


[T]rue revolutionary practice depends on the intransigence of theory in the face of the insensibility with which society allows thought to ossify.21



Nor does the absence of any normative, practical plan for universal reconciliation indicate an attitude of resignation before this modern, fully administered society. Defending the oft-cited charge of resignation made against him in this regard, Adorno states


The Utopian moment in thinking is stronger the less it... objectifies itself into a Utopia and hence sabotages its realization. Open thinking points beyond itself. For its part, a comportment, a form of praxis, it is more akin to transformative praxis than a comportment that is compliant for the sake of praxis.22



Designing pragmatic solutions to contemporary social contradictions is a reified response to a society that already defends its ongoing capacity for immanent economic and social reform. Mindful of these reifying implications, theory is best employed as a radical negation of the modern fetish for practical reason.


Such awareness, without any preconceptions as to where it might lead, would be the first condition for an ultimate break in society's omnipotence.23



1 J. Habermas, 'Modernity versus Postmodernity' (1981), tr. S. Ben-Habib in New German Critique no.22, p.3.
 2 Max Paddison presents a similar account of these socio-cultural shifts in his Adorno, Modernism and Mass Culture: Essays on Critical Theory and Music (1996), Kahn and Averill, London, pp.27-8.
 3 T.W. Adorno, 'Marginalia to Theory and Praxis' [1969] in Critical Models: interventions and catchwords, tr. H.W. Pickford, Columbia University Press, New York, 1998, p.260.

4 Ibid., p.261.
 5 M. Horkheimer, 'Traditional and Critical Theory' [1937] in Critical Theory: Selected Essays, tr. M. O'Connell, Continuum, New York, 1992.

6 Ibid., p.211.
 7 Ibid., p.219.
 8 T.W. Adomo and M. Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment [1944], tr. J Cumming, Verso, London and New York, 1986
 9 Ibid., p.41. {translation modified between brackets}
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B.
 Logics of Freedom: Kant and Hegel


B1.
 Self-Reflexive Freedom and Moral Reason: Kant

Introduction

Kant's concern with freedom may be read as an indirect defence of the rising bourgeois class' dissatisfaction with the political constraints of the then contemporary regime of European aristocratic power. The liberal democratic implications of Kant's idea of freedom become evident in his article 'An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?'.1 Here Kant articulates the concept of freedom in terms of a personal autonomy in the 'public use' of reason. This means the ability to debate rationally and critically in the public domain the authority of the state and its institutions. To dare to think critically in light of a universal and thereby rational moral law was a sign of maturity, of enlightened self-consciousness. Indeed Kant's entire moral philosophy is devoted to the explication of this law as the necessary condition of freedom. Following the impact of the French Revolution on European society, Kant goes so far as to adduce a moral disposition in the human race which seeks out the rationally necessary conditions leading to freedom and universal peace.2 On the basis of this moral disposition, Kant argues, all societies have the right to a civil constitution establishing their sovereignty. Moreover, it was just this notion of public right, already put forward by Kant in his small treatise on Perpetual Peace,3 which allowed him to defend an harmonious relation between moral values and democratic politics. Kant argues that as long as communities seek to provide themselves with such a constitution, a constitution which equally rejects any aggressive tendencies towards neighbouring states, human progress towards universal moral enlightenment, and thereby freedom, will remain unimpeded and assured.

Before engaging more directly with Kant's philosophy of freedom, however, and Adorno's critique thereof, I should like to make some prefatory remarks concerning Kant's philosophical thought. Each of Kant's three major works - on cognitive understanding, moral reason, and aesthetic judgement - are conceived as forms of critical, self-reflexive thinking. For Kant was not only concerned with showing the insufficiency of traditional rationalist metaphysics and its dogmatic dependence on an absolute, heteronomous deity, but also with countering the empirical relativism of a thinking dependent solely on observation and moral convention. In order to achieve both these critical goals it became incumbent on Kant to develop a rational claim to objectivity that was situated, paradoxically enough it would seem, entirely within the self-reflexive precinct of the individual subject. Furthermore this had to be achieved for each of the domains of human experience just now mentioned. With respect to cognitive understanding, Kant's Critique of Pure Reason deduces a number of a priori categories of understanding through which we order or comprehend our intuitive perception of objects in space and time. However, we cannot claim to know these objects as they exist in space and time, since this would entail either a return to empirical relativism or metaphysical rationalism, depending on whether these objects are externally related or somehow internally connected through the mysterious machinations of an absolute deity. Rather, through our intuition, what we come to know, Kant argues, is the phenomenal re-presentation of those objects in our mind. The deduction of the a priori categories of understanding, which order our perception of phenomena, such as totality, limitation, causality, necessity etc., occurs within the transcendental realm of pure apperception.4 This deduction relies on a self-reflexive need to view oneself as a unified, non-contradictory consciousness or subject. There are nevertheless certain experiential limits beyond which these a priori categories of rational cognition no longer serve to make sense of the world. Indeed they can not make sense of moral and aesthetic experience without giving rise to irresolvable contradictions. An exemplary instance, as Kant demonstrates in the third antinomy of pure reason, is when attempting to judge whether the causal laws of the natural universe are compatible or not with the ethical idea of freedom.5 Here we are left with a contradiction between the theses of freedom and determinism. By way of response to this problematic, Kant develops a self-reflexive critique of practical, moral reason through which human conduct can in fact be ascertained as positively free. This occurs in his Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals and his Critique of Practical Reason.6 In a manner systematically analogous to the duality of empirical and transcendental modes of consciousness presented in his critique of cognitive understanding, Kant now speaks of a duality of sensible and intelligible realms within the individual moral subject. Just as Kant eliminates empirical sensuousness from any significant influence in the determination of objective cognition, so too he denies that feelings and emotions have any impact on the ethical constitution of freedom and moral conduct. Rather the possibility of freedom can be judged only through the individual will's self-reflexive concordance with the a priori necessity of a categorical moral imperative. Kant's rational criterion for freedom thus emerges solely within the intelligible or transcendental realm of moral reason. This is precisely the basis for characterizing Kant's philosophy of freedom as an ethics of conviction.

To reconstruct the significant turning points of Adorno's immanent critique of Kant's idea of freedom, I turn firstly to Kant's third antinomy of pure reason, namely that of freedom and causality. Secondly I address Kant's purported identity of transcendental and noumenal free will in the categorical imperative, before drawing out what Adorno considers the underlying psychological and social implications of this moral imperative. In a final reprise I briefly review Adorno's understanding of the contemporary relations between freedom and unfreedom. Despite his fierce critique of Kant's idea of freedom, Adorno's thinking nevertheless manifests a strong affinity to that of Kant in two significant respects. One instance concerns the rationally non-subsumable implications of Kant's concept of noumenal being, albeit where this being is not simply, as it is for Kant, an unmediated, unknowable, phantom entity. A second instance of this affinity is evident in Kant's critical attempt to rescue for the enlightenment a secular metaphysics of freedom. Nevertheless while Kant installs an imperative 'ought' at the heart of this metaphysics, Adorno presents this speculative idea of freedom as that which substantiates the possibility of a critical perspective on contemporary social relations.7

Freedom and Causality

In the third antinomy of pure reason Kant sets out two equally rigorous, yet antithetical arguments concerning the necessity and impossibility of freedom respectively. Both arguments invoke the category of causality and proceed by way of first assuming the contrary. The thesis states


Causality in accordance with laws of nature is not the only causality from which the appearances of the world can one and all be derived. To explain these appearances it is necessary to assume that there is also another causality, that of freedom.8



The defence begins by arguing e contrario that the only form of causality is that pertaining to the laws of nature where 'everything which takes place presupposes a preceding state upon which it inevitably follows according to a rule'.9 Moreover, this previous condition must in turn have come about through some form of natural causality if it had not always already been present. For if it had always already been present, there would be no need of any causal explanation regarding its coming into being. Since this is never the case, however, then every cause is itself the effect of some prior natural causality. What this indicates is an always incomplete chain of causal necessity, since the origin of that causal chain remains unascertainable. Under this condition of 'unlimited universality', as Kant puts it, causal necessity is 'self-contradictory'. Hence, in order to maintain this causal law of natural relations as a sufficient law of scientific knowledge, it becomes necessary to assume a cause not beholden to this same law of nature, namely an a priori cause that gives the causal chain of natural phenomena an originating completeness. This, the argument continues, is nothing less than an 'absolute spontaneity', a 'transcendental freedom', which has its causal origin solely in itself.

Kant formulates the antithesis to transcendental freedom and its status as absolute origin in the following manner - 'There is no freedom; everything in the world takes place solely in accordance with laws of nature'.10 Again the argument proceeds e contrario. That is, it begins by assuming that this transcendental spontaneity or freedom is the absolute origin of any causal series of events in the natural world. Nothing whatsoever stands behind this transcendental freedom as its prior cause or condition of possibility. It alone constitutes the ordering condition of causal necessity. Yet, as Adorno indicates, transcendental freedom would thereby fulfil just that function of lawfulness otherwise attributed to the category of causality. What stands clearly opposed to the fixed laws of nature, absolute spontaneity, would here 'form the foundation of lawfulness as such ... freedom would become the epitome of conformity to the law, an evident nonsense'.11 It is precisely on the basis of this unsustainable identity that the argument for freedom now turns against itself. For if nature were bound in this way to the idea of transcendental freedom then our experience of nature would be altogether chaotic and disorderly. While transcendental freedom might present itself as an absolute beginning and so a welcome point of refuge from an otherwise interminable regression of natural causes, our experience of nature would nevertheless be given over to the incoherent relations of blind chance. Hence, the argument concludes, the transcendental idea of freedom is altogether illusory; it is nothing more than 'an empty thought-entity'.

Kant's interest, however, in defending the transcendental claim to freedom means avoiding the negative implications stemming from this contradictory identity of freedom and causality. He claims to do so by turning to the non-causal implications of the Aristotelian and later Scholastic metaphysics of the unmoved mover of all creation. For that which first produces action, the argument continues,


... presupposes a state of the not yet acting cause; and a dynamical beginning of the action, if it is also a first beginning, presupposes a state which has no causal connection with the preceeding state of the cause, that is to say, in nowise follows from it.12



Transcendental freedom is thereby relieved of any causal capacity in the natural world. Moreover, in view of its self-exclusion from the natural world of causal phenomena, transcendental freedom has no rational claim to being a cognitive condition of possibility for any unified experience of the sensible world.


Freedom (independence) from the laws of nature is no doubt a liberation from compulsion, but also from the guidance of all rules.... Nature and transcendental freedom differ as do conformity to law and lawlessness.13



Having underscored their difference, Kant has still not sufficiently resolved the awkward possibility that freedom might not be subject to any rules. Kant thereby upholds the antithetical argument against freedom in the interests of causal order and its lawful implications. This defence of the causal laws of nature against freedom is undertaken entirely in the spirit of the eighteenth-century enlightenment. At the same time Kant attempts to salvage the transcendental metaphysics of freedom from within the anti-metaphysical, scientific rationality of the enlightenment. Adorno notes: 'these two impulses are in permanent conflict with each other in Kant's thought,... this conflict has become thematic in the doctrine of the antinomies'.14

Both thesis and antithesis fail to satisfy the meaningful requirements of the concept of causality. The former does so by violating the conceptual demand for universal applicability through the postulation of an absolute beginning, an unmoved first cause, which stands outside the causal series itself. The latter, for its part, cannot bring the causal process to completion without undermining the demand for universal application or lawfulness inherent in the concept. Kant's response to this contradiction is to argue that what is at work here is a misuse of reason; namely that we have subjected the concept of causality to the supposition of there being either an absolute beginning or an infinite causal process. These are speculative claims, however, and remain beyond the limits of possible experience. Not only does this indirectly indicate that our understanding of the natural world concerns merely the re-presented appearance of objects in that world. It also shows, Kant argues, that the non-contradictory grounding of speculative ideas (such as freedom, immortality of the soul, and God) is situated not in the cognitive precincts of transcendental understanding but in a sphere that pertains to 'the practical interests of reason'.15 For only thus, Kant continues, will such ideas maintain their unity and thereby best serve humanity. Hence, through this strict separation of cognitive understanding from practical, moral reason, Kant ostensibly dissolves the antinomical implications of freedom and causality. Their contradiction, he insists, has arisen only through an inadequate or mistaken use of reason.

Kant argues against Hume that causal reason is not simply a product of social convention but rather an inborn mode of rational understanding. To then argue, however, that reason compels us to think causally reduces our capacity for free thought to compliance with a law that first becomes evident only through the relations of empirical objects as they exist in themselves. Nevertheless with Kant, as Adorno indicates - 


... causality becomes a function of subjective reason, and what it means is therefore more and more attenuated. ... Judgments about causal connections turn into semi-tautologies: reason employs them to determine what it effects anyway, as the faculty of laws. That it prescribes nature's laws - or law, rather - denotes no more than a subsumption under rational unity. This unity, the principle of reason's own identity, is transformed from reason to the objects and palmed off, then, as their cognition.16



Similarly, Kant's concept of freedom is no less a function of subjective reason, for it does not emerge through a critique of practical, social relations but through what he calls the faculty of pure practical reason. Here causality is at once 'born of freedom' and yet freedom becomes possible only through submission to the self-reflexive rule of causality also inherent in pure practical reason. In effect the antinomy of causal necessity and freedom thus re-appears within the faculty of pure practical reason, albeit where causality now takes on a specifically ethical significance as the necessity of the moral law. The manner in which Kant deals with this dilemma in practical reason is treated in the following discussion of the categorical imperative. Suffice it to say here that Kant's apparent resolution of the antinomy in the faculty of practical reason constitutes the ground on which practical reason is given primacy over the more theoretical faculty of cognitive understanding.

Instead of arguing that the antinomy of causality and freedom arises through an error of reason, namely through a failure to distinguish between the faculties of pure cognitive and practical reason, Kant would have been better served, Adorno argues, by acknowledging the necessity of the contradiction itself. To do so, however, would involve thought in a dialectical relation with the object in itself. While Kant's antinomies of pure reason give some indication of this dialectic, his reliance on traditional logic means that he cannot admit the necessity of that dialectic. It is left to Hegel to unravel the objective necessity of Kant's dialectical insights. Despite Adorno's critique of Hegel's resolution of this dialectic in the historical mythology of a universally immanent world spirit, and which I address in the following chapter, Adorno nevertheless upholds Hegel's claim concerning the necessity of dialectical thought, a necessity itself produced through objective historical conditions. Arguing against the rationally coercive implications of Kant's ethics of conviction, Adorno states


If in causality we were looking for a definition of things themselves - no matter how subjectively conveyed - such specification would open the perspective of freedom as opposed to the undiscriminated One of pure subjectivity. ... The chance of freedom increases along with the objectiveness of causality; this is not the least of the reasons why he who wants freedom must insist upon necessity.17



While this statement might again appear to block the path to freedom through its insistence on 'the objectiveness of causality', Adorno's point is that only through the self-reflected mediation of this necessity, by a subject no longer bound to a condition of 'pure subjectivity', does the possibility of freedom arise. However, the possibility of such mediation, and thereby freedom, is annulled in the absolute priority both Kant and Hegel grant their respective ideal subjects.

The Categorical Imperative and Noumenal Free Will

The will, if it is indeed free and autonomous, Kant argues, cannot be the effect of any heteronomous causality whether in the form of God or the sensible realm of nature. This means that the claim to freedom must be substantiated in the intelligible, self-reflexive realm of moral reason. Accordingly, we are free, Kant maintains, only in so far as our will to act is governed by a synthetic a priori principle of moral reason. This principle synthesizes the formal qualities of necessity and universality without reference to any sensuous experience, and is what Kant calls the categorical imperative. In his Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals Kant presents this categorical imperative as a supreme and rational moral law, which states, 'I ought never to act except in such a way that I can also will that my maxim should become a universal moral law'.18 Hence any claim to freedom is necessarily dependent on the self-reflexive universalizability of our otherwise subjective maxims of individual conduct. Whether conceived as a guide to the exercise of free will or as a standard by which to judge our actions as having been free, this necessary principle of universalizability becomes the rational and essential ground of possible freedom.

Acting for the sake of freedom thus entails the self-reflexive subordination of the will to this necessary, categorical principle of moral universalizability. Kant describes this self-reflexive agreement as the will's 'free submission' to the moral law. He states


The consciousness of free submission of the will to the law, combined with an inevitable constraint imposed only by our own reason on all inclinations, is respect for the law.... The action which is objectively practical according to this law and excludes inclination from its determining grounds is called duty.19



This indicates that individuals have no choice, if they wish to be free, other than to act in accordance with a law that demands first and foremost a consideration of duty. Kant reveals a similar, seemingly contradictory disjunction in his response to the question of enlightenment. Here the maturity or freedom of being able to speak with a critical voice in the public domain jars with the apparent unfreedom of necessarily submitting to one's everyday social roles and duties. Kant's concept of freedom thereby burdens the subject with the guilt of knowing itself morally bound, and so unfree, despite all claims to the contrary. Kant's transcendental moral ratio, Adorno argues, thus legitimates both freedom and its blocking.

Adorno suggests that the necessary character of this moral law is directly borrowed from the transcendental deduction of natural laws with respect to empirical phenomena.20 Unable to deduce the necessary character of the categorical imperative without conceding some form of heteronomous conditioning, Kant imports it from the transcendental domain of cognitive understanding, and asserts that the categorical imperative is an a priori fact of moral reason.21 This would indicate that the necessity laid claim to in the intelligible moral sphere has distinctly causal implications, albeit without application now to any natural phenomena. What it does causally effect, however, through a self-reflexive process, is the transcendental claim to free will. While he may have saved the categorical imperative from any prior causality through it being an a priori fact of moral reason, the same cannot be said of transcendental free will since it remains necessarily governed by that a priori categorical imperative. Kant attempts to rectify this contradictory implication by further considering free will as itself an absolute originating cause of events in the world.22 Kant justifies this particular move by arguing that transcendental free will has the same practical force 'as if [the individual's will] could be pronounced free in itself on grounds valid for theoretical philosophy'.23 That is to say, Kant now attributes transcendental free will with an equally noumenal existence such that it remains unsusceptible not only to the determining influence of any natural causality but also to the categorical imperative itself. The difficulty that emerges, however, is that while the origin of phenomenal relations occurring in time, noumenal free will cannot itself be considered a phenomenal entity within time. Despite being positioned as the creative source of particular sensible or phenomenal relations, free will, precisely on account of its noumenal form, is at once present only insofar as it exists beyond any temporal constraints.


To share in freedom, according to Kant's doctrine, the noumenal subject would have to be extratemporal, [quoting Kant], 'a pure intelligence in its temporally not definable existence'. The saving urge [for freedom] makes an existence of this noumenon - since nothing could be predicated of it otherwise - and yet it is to be undefinable in time.24



The non-temporal being-in-itself of noumenal free will echoes Kant's assertion that the categorical imperative governing transcendental free will is an a priori fact of moral reason. In effect, the non-temporal compatibility of the noumenal and transcendental notions of free will enables their interchangeability when required, whether to defend the rational ground of free will or to shore up the latter's claim to being independent of moral reason's otherwise necessary causality. Hence far from resolving the contradictory impasse outlined above, Kant's solution merely results in outright equivocation.

This equivocation underwrites Kant's further claim that without the notion of noumenal free will the intelligible, transcendental sphere would have no effective channel through which to rescue the sensible sphere from the vicissitudes of unfreedom. In other words, Kant's only recourse for maintaining the relevance of the categorical imperative for the practical question of freedom is to show how that imperative, by virtue of transcendental free will, does indeed take effect in the sensible sphere of sensuous nature. By introducing the interchangeable, twin notion of noumenal free will to accomplish this mediation, however, it becomes evident that Kant's idea of freedom remains caught in a contradictory snare. For as Adorno points out, the categorical imperative 'comes to be incorporated in the causality of the phenomenal world that is incompatible with the Kantian concept of freedom'.25 The precise manner in which this occurs can be seen in a number of Kantian examples. For instance, Kant situates the motivating drive to freedom in the desire and expectation of greater inner personal worth. This desire does not stem from the sensuous sphere of inclination and impulse but from the intelligible sphere of moral reason. The reason for this, Kant argues, is that we are 'involuntarily constrained to do so by the Idea of freedom - that is, of not being dependent on determination by causes in the sensible world'.26 What this indicates, however, is that the desire for greater inner personal worth is driven precisely by the need to escape the heteronomous causality of sensuous impulse and blind desire. Hence the drive to freedom is indeed produced by that same sensible world, albeit as the formal negation of that sphere. Kant again provides evidence of this negative determination of the categorical imperative when he states


Even the feeling of sympathy and warmhearted fellow-feeling, when preceding the consideration of what is duty and serving as a determining ground, is burdensome even to right-thinking persons, confusing their considered maxims and creating the wish to be free from them and subject only to law-giving reason.27



Similarly, Kant rejects the happiness of all as a necessary and universal ground for moral reason. When expanding the maxim of self-love into a universal concern for the happiness of others, it is not so much a universal happiness that necessarily governs the will, he argues, but its pure universal form.28 In other words, while happiness might perhaps be universally agreed as an essential telos of humanity, what determines its moral necessity is more precisely each individual's self-reflexive application of the categorical imperative. In a second remark Kant then proceeds to reject the possibility that happiness could ever come to satisfy this transcendental condition. For what constitutes happiness remains altogether dependent on the ever-changing circumstances of individual experience. Once again Kant's articulation of the categorical imperative remains negatively dependent on the sensible sphere of sensuous experience.

When Kant implicitly acknowledges the unavoidable tension between freedom and unfreedom in the third antinomy of the Critique of Pure Reason, and hence the necessary limitation of a purely rational will, there is, Adorno argues, some truth in his position. When he later dismisses this limitation, as falling outside the non-contradictory laws of reason and declares the categorical imperative to be an a priori fact of moral reason, Kant's transcendental will takes on a distinctly self-righteous, if not authoritarian air. Kant's attempt to save transcendental free will from any causal dependency on the categorical imperative through the postulation of noumenal free will may well be construed as an unrestricted licence for the self-arrogation of moral and political right. In effect noumenal free will may serve as a legitimating moral mask for particular self-interests; interests which, when tied to the categorical imperative, can be defended as universal and so coercively foisted on others. Kant's moral ratio thereby 'turns into an irrational authority'.29 Conversely if the will fails to claim this noumenal authority as its own, it remains subject to the imperative constraints of already institutionalized normative codes. No different in this respect from that given lip service in positivism, Kant's transcendental moral subject becomes the photographic negative of whatever social constraints are said to be naturally and yet inexplicably necessary. Kant's transcendental will acquires a positivity that in practice becomes a neurotic obsession with the social requirement of rational self-control. In Adorno's words, it becomes 'the sedimented control of [a person's] inner nature'.30 Despite itself, the self-reflexive positivity of Kant's will to freedom becomes a ground for unfreedom.

Far from eliminating the contradictory implications of the categorical imperative, Kant's notion of noumenal free will effectively obscures that imperative's negative dependence on the sphere of sensible experience. Kant, however, simply dismisses that sphere and its heteronomously driven maxims as irrational, as belonging exclusively to the domain of unfreedom.


Since freedom, to Kant, amounts to reason's invariant identity with itself even in the practical realm, it loses what in common usage distinguishes reason from the will. Due to its total rationality, the will becomes irrational. The Critique of Practical Reason moves in a delusive context. It has the mind serve as a surrogate for action, which is to be nothing but the sheer mind. Thus freedom is sabotaged: its Kantian carrier, reason, coincides with the pure law. Freedom would need what Kant calls heteronomous.31



When the experience of free will is confined to the intelligible precincts of a self-reflexive moral law, Kant effectively denies the physical impulses any mediating role in the will's formation. Yet without such impulses there would be no will, and without that will consciousness itself would not arise as the organizing faculty of those same impulses. For the will, Adorno argues 'is the force that enables consciousness to leave its own domain and so to change what merely exists; its recoil is resistance'.32 In repressing the contradictory tension between sensuous drives and rational self-control, however, the will becomes afflicted with the constant inability to ever fully arrive at that control. A more rational and psychologically sane response, Adorno notes, would be to acknowledge the contradictory tension of impulse and self-reflexive consciousness within the will. Such acknowledgment would render the transcendental fiction of spontaneous free will altogether transparent, and would help dissolve the socially orchestrated nightmare of rational self-control.

Contrary to Kant's advice that the concept of unfreedom, in view of its contradictory and so valueless form, be cut from the store of rational categories, Adorno insists that, since Hegel, the problem of contradictory forms is no longer simply a matter of logical procedure. Indeed the contradiction between freedom and unfreedom, which Kant is at pains to eradicate from thinking, is considered by Adorno to be entirely objective. For the contradiction between freedom and unfreedom, Adorno argues, is the product of a persistent social disjunction between those who use the labour of others for profitable ends and those who must sell their labour just to remain alive. With this in mind Adorno proposes taking sides neither with freedom against chance, nor with freedom against necessity, for the question of freedom, he argues, requires a dialectical legality. Similarly to Marx, Adorno interprets the social necessity to which the modern individual is historically subject as the economic practice of commodity exchange. Here the sale of labour power for the sake of self-preservation is a function of the bourgeois class' need to ensure its own economic survival. What takes effect through this economic practice, however, is the social integration of so-called free individuals under the universal banner of commodity exchange. Social freedom is unconsciously sacrificed in the name of an individual's chosen career path and personal economic goals. The more the practice of commodity exchange thereby stifles the enlightenment promise of freedom, the more it depends on an ideology of competition and individual success to mask the unfreedom, the social injustices occasioned by its economic imperative. Moreover, the practice of morality is now reflected in a legally instituted system of universal rights and obligations, whose abstract legality negates the social solidarity they were otherwise meant to ensure.

Individual Psychology and Society

When Kant expands the idea of freedom beyond individual free will to include the free will of others in a kingdom of ends, or in what might be considered the formation of a free community under universally accepted laws, his idea of freedom nevertheless remains highly deceptive. Here the categorical imperative is reformulated such that it would also mean -


Act in such a way that you always treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an end.33



What makes this variation of the imperative deceptive is its lack of any specific social content. The term 'humanity' appears here simply as a regulative idea, as a universalized kingdom of ends. The upshot of this version of Kant's categorical imperative, as one recent commentator points out, is that


all purely rational beings would become indistinguishable from one another characterized by rationality only, that is, by emptiness. The maxim guiding the behaviour of each would be the one guiding the behaviour of all: agreement would no longer be a contingent matter, but a matter of necessity. Of the necessity of breaking everything down - including oneself.34



In effect the universalizability of individual ends now subjects the individual to its own self-orchestrated disappearance in the kingdom of ends. Free will remains burdened with a moral law where any difference between self and other evaporates. If Kant's categorical imperative is not just an empty form of self-reflexive narcissism, however, the term 'humanity' in this version of the categorical imperative must at least stand as a metaphor for already normative social values and practices. Kant was perhaps not unaware of the social normativity appealed to in this imperative. For in his Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose the notion of a universal social antagonism, the 'unsocial sociability of men', is portrayed as a natural law driving a community to establish a secure social order, and so become free.35 Kant thereby acknowledges the affinity between this later version of the moral law and the necessity of legally instituted social laws. However, Kant's insistence on the categorical imperative as a necessary condition of freedom would then reveal, as Adorno puts it, 'a consciousness complaisant toward the law'.36 Kant's categorical imperative thus reads as a compliance with already normative, social values.

Moreover, what assures Kant of the factuality of the moral law, Adorno argues, is not so much its transcendental a priori necessity, but the psychological force of what Freud later termed the super-ego. Without this affinity to living subjects, Kant's categorical imperative would be altogether meaningless. Freud's notion of the super-ego shows just how Kant's transcendental moral law depends on the psychological objectivity of conscience. The individual experiences the categorical imperative as an objective rule of conscience, or what is at once the compulsive constraint of internalized social norms. Indeed the compulsive aspect of this internalization process is manifest not only in Kant's law of moral reason but also in his a priori schematic relation of empirical perception to the universal categories of pure understanding. Both cognition and moral judgement are pre-structured through an already determinate universalizability. Kant underscores the nature and necessity of this pre-determinate, a priori relation between what we perceive as nature and these universal categories of understanding when he has this to say in the Critique of Judgement -


This harmony of nature with our cognitive faculty is presupposed a priori... For without this presupposition we should have no order of nature in accordance with empirical laws, and consequently no guiding thread for an experience of these in all their variety.37



The necessity of this natural harmony, which, with respect to the implicit social content of Kant's idea of freedom, translates as the ethical harmony of individual and society, reveals more precisely the necessity of a systematic subordination of both self and others to the universal imperative of social norms. Human experience is reduced to an automated process of repetition and duplication where possible discord between social institutions and atomized individuals is pre-empted through an internalized compulsion to conform. The autonomous character of free will evaporates in face of this compulsive submission to conscience and social duty. Hence what is at work here are the repressive effects of already instituted social norms. As Adorno puts it, Kant's categorical imperative 'presupposes the internalization of repression as much as the full development of the ego'.38

The repressive features of Kant's categorical imperative are again evident in the mid-nineteenth century turn to positivism. While rejecting Kant's self-reflexive, transcendental reason, the emerging human sciences nevertheless retain a modified version of Kant's intelligible sphere. For when human activity is interpreted according to the positivist method of classifying reactive states, that activity only acquires significance in so far as it concords with the pre-determined methodological grid through which it is interpreted. Here the critical ideas of freedom and social solidarity disappear in the subject's passive adjustment to already normative social values and practices.


Intuitively Kant foretold what Hollywood consciously put into practice: in the very process of production, images are pre-censored according to the norm of the understanding which will later govern their apprehension. Even before its occurrence the perception which serves to confirm the public judgment is adjusted by that judgment.39



When Kant's categorical imperative establishes relations with the sensible realm of nature, which it must if it is to remain intelligible, it further reveals its distinctly repressive function. For the imperative now translates as the necessary, subordination of nature, understood here as a coverall concept for plant, animal, and human life, to the transcendental rationality of practical reason. In effect, Kant's practical reason now takes on the form of an instrumental pragmatics. As Marx later indicates, what characterizes the modern, practical relation to nature is an instrumental mastery for the sake of self-preservation. Furthermore, what legitimates the now legally instituted morality of universal rights and obligations is not so much the idea of freedom but the bourgeois need to master nature, including those who actually transform it, for the sake of bourgeois self-preservation. In other words, what Kant and the enlightenment envisaged as the rational development of individual autonomy has become the disciplinary control of social relations under the governance of an instrumental, practical reason; a reason which demands optimal efficiency in the management of industrial production and economic capital. However, the more the individual ego adjusts to the repressive necessities of self-preservation, that is, the modern necessities of commodity production and exchange sustained ideologically through the communications and entertainment industries, and administered socially through juridical and regulative institutions, the less that consciousness retains a critical drive to freedom. Kant's notion of maturity here translates simply as the ability to survive.

Kant nevertheless attempts to liquidate the repressive aspect of the categorical imperative in his claim to noumenal freedom. Yet this attempt to exclude the possibility of unfreedom from the categorical imperative is no less a naturalistic spell that the conceptual ratio casts over the consciousness of socially produced subjects. Unable to go beyond the self-evident rationality of its own natural necessity, noumenal free will reveals the false consciousness inherent in all positive assertions of individual freedom. For such claims fail to unmask the mediation of individual action by the overbearing, repressive constraints of economic and social self-preservation. Blinded by its own particularity, the individual perpetuates an antagonistic sociability effectively inculcated by a society that prides itself on competitive cunning and success. Against this misconceived individualism, Adorno argues -


The subject would be liberated only as an I reconciled with a not-I, and thus it would be also above freedom insofar as freedom is leagued with its counter-part, repression. How much aggression is so far inherent in freedom can be seen whenever, in the midst of general unfreedom, [people] act as if they were free.40



In denying those unconsciously repressive effects which emerge through modern social relations of production, the positive claim to individual freedom prides itself on a fully conscious recognition of certain duties and social constraints. This is precisely the function of Kant's self-reflexive categorical imperative. So too when Freud's pupil, Ferenczi, became critical of the unconsciously repressive function of the super-ego, he reclassifies it as an all but fully conscious, and so non-repressive apparatus. By upholding the moral value of the super-ego under these conditions, Ferenczi paradoxically denies the very possibility that psychological disturbances arising through the repressive effects of internalized social norms occur at all. Contrary to this psychoanalytic revisionism, a critique of the super-ego, Adorno argues, would more properly involve a critique of just those internalized social values that block the path not simply to individual autonomy but to a universal social freedom.

Under the guise of rational social planning, the practical imperative of self-preservation has turned against the potential reconciliation of individual and society heralded in Kant's idea of freedom. The binding together of otherwise atomized subjects through persistent appeals to nationalist sentiment, orchestrated through the media and entertainment industries, remains an illusory semblance of social solidarity. Far from actualizing the solidarity of which it gave promise, the sovereignty of the modern nation-state, in conjunction with competing corporate monopolies, has resulted in nothing but organized anarchy. The anti-authoritarian principle of enlightenment thought has been reversed in the necessary compliance of individuals with the administering rules of capitalist state and corporate institutions. Not only is the idea of freedom devalued in the pragmatic imperative of economic survival, but the spontaneity of human emotions generally, and all forms of critical dissent, are dismissed as irrational, psychological disturbances. Despite priding itself on a cunning escape from all forms of mythological sacrifice, modern society has sacrificed freedom to the new mythologies of instrumental reason and technical expertise. Freedom from the chaos of nature and its mythological demons has become distinctly unsavoury.

A contemporary of Kant, a disaffected member of the aristocracy, had already drawn up, albeit unintentionally, an itemized ledger of this dialectical inversion. Attempting to regain favour with his own class, the Marquis de Sade translated the bourgeois ideals of enlightenment morality into a code of practice whereby the aristocracy could reassert its otherwise declining power. In Sade's novels the repressive, authoritarian aspect of Kant's noumenal free will is pushed to an extreme. Here, reason does not so much disclose the moral limits of free will, but becomes rather the legitimating accomplice of whatever social plans those holding power choose to carry through.


So long as the identity of the user of reason is disregarded,... it [reason] permits peace or war, tolerance or repression. Since it exposes substantial goals as the power of nature over mind, as the erosion of its self-legislation, reason is - by virtue, too, of its very formality at the service of any natural interest. Thinking becomes an organic medium pure and simple, and reverts to nature.41



While upheld as a neutral coordinating faculty, moral reason nevertheless remains entirely subject to the particular desires of those wielding political authority. In such a context, 'domination appears as archaic terror in a fascistically rationalized form'.42 One of Sade's characters, Francavilla, gives forthright expression to this state of affairs when he advocates supplanting the terror laden promise of hell with the more terrifying threat of life-long penal servitude for those who disrupt the power of the state. Similarly, the successful colonization of a foreign people is achieved by ensuring that the power of the oppressor becomes the sole object of worship. Furthermore the population needs to be controlled to the point of either partial extermination or forced reproduction whenever those governing the state judge such measures necessary. The wealthy will not object when it is perceived that only the lower social classes would be forced to submit to this arbitrary yet judicially orchestrated tyranny. The only telos of such totalitarian expediency, Francavilla acknowledges, is the preservation of existing authority and power. The reduction of reason to a rigid schedule of coordinated activities is clearly evident in Sade's description of competing sexual groups who assiduously set about their orgiastic experiences leaving nothing to the felicitous tempo of mere chance. Each member of a group has a precise, pre-determined function and is replaceable by a trained reserve. The activity is conducted according to a set of arbitrarily constructed rules. As with totalitarian regimes, the purposiveness of this functional rationality veils the purposelessness of such activities, excepting of course public acclamation and self-aggrandizement.


The architectonic structure of the Kantian system, like the gymnastic pyramids of Sade's orgies... reveals an organization of life as a whole which is deprived of any substantial goal.43



The pursuit of pleasure is subordinated to the schematic discipline of rationally efficient modes of conduct, which in turn merely enhance that same rigid, disciplinary schema.

Schematizing the conduct of human beings according to the pre-determined necessity or a priori rationality of a universal moral law does not necessarily indicate a condition of individual or universal social freedom. For when the concrete, social implications of that law become apparent, it may indeed become a legitimation of political authority and repressive social norms. This demonstrates that the relationship between moral theory and practice is not something that theory can wholly determine without becoming a potential source of unfreedom. Indeed the difference between moral theory and practice cannot be removed by theory for their difference is not simply theoretical. Neither, however, can practical action occur without theoretical mediation. The moral indictment of torture and concentration camps, or any other form of discrimination, does not arise through principles made valid by the non-contradictory consistency of any formalized theory. Even when the affectively driven outrage at such events is transformed into some absolute moral principle, theory turns against the affective spontaneity it might otherwise seek to defend.


This contradiction alone is the stage of morality today. ... The incompatibility of every general moral judgment with psychological determination - an incompatibility which nonetheless does not relieve us of the judgment that something is evil - comes from the objective antagonism, not from inconsistent thought.44



Acquitting the perpetrators of genocide would be a grave injustice, and yet their punishment by death perpetuates the violence it is meant to eradicate. Judicial punishment is compromised by the imposition of violence; a violence which it otherwise seeks to deter. Refusal to acknowledge this contradiction in the theory of deterrence serves merely to enhance the torture and violence that society has come to expect.

Without an appeal to the need for freedom, there appears no reason to criticize those who use others to achieve particular self-interested ends. Not unless, of course, the aim of critique is simply to replace one set of power relations with another; the social implication here being that there will always be some who are free and others who are unfree. Such an ontological defence of power relations, however, perversely sanctions the historical necessity of suffering and discrimination. What is equally perverse is an unflinching conviction in the actuality of freedom despite the ongoing perpetration of social violence and injustice. Society here appears either as a realm altogether separate from the self-sufficient individual, whose freedom remains untouched by social practices, or identical with the individual in so far as freedom is effectively enabled by that society. In both cases the idea of freedom is modeled on just those apparently independent and free parties that exercise actual social dominion and who will always defend their power and authority by recourse to the argument of natural causality. As Adorno indicates, this makes a mockery of the unfreedom still evident throughout the world. It perpetuates a belief in the actuality of freedom; a belief ideologically insulated from insight into its repressive and socially disabling effects. What remains suppressed or covered over here is the manner in which individual and society are dialectically entwined.

While dispensing with the conceptual ratio of moral universalizability and its socially integrative implications, the existential appeal to personhood is nevertheless also constructed, similarly to Kant, around the irresistible charisma of universality. For while personalism dispenses with any transcendental moral reason, Adorno argues, it cannot relinquish the exaltation of its own consciousness as absolute. 'This is why the concept of the person as well as its variants - the "I-thou" relation, for example - have assumed the oily tone of unbelieved theology'.45 Defiantly withdrawing into its own atomistic personhood, the existential self unwittingly conforms to the socially prescribed dualism of individual and society. For the apparently independent nature of this intrinsic self is established, again similarly to Kant's noumenal subject, only as a reactive response to the integrative effects and authority of modern social conventions. However, insofar as personalism covers over this relation and attempts to maintain the value of individual dignity through a purely existential claim to selfhood, this claim remains altogether delusory. For self-identity becomes substantial, Adorno argues, only through an explicit critical resistance to what is socially prescribed. Nevertheless, noumenal free will and existential personhood both constitute attempts to signal the irreducible nonidentity of individual selves within the universalizing demands of moral reason and social normativity respectively.

With this in mind, Adorno partially defends the existential moment of noumenal non-identity against its systematic denial by Kant's idealist successors.


What survives in Kant, in the alleged mistake of his apologia for the thing-in-itself - the mistake which the logic of consistency from Maimon on could so triumphantly demonstrate - is the memory of the element which balks at that logic: the memory of nonidentity. ... The construction of thing-in-itself and intelligible character is that of a nonidentity as the premise of possible identification; but it is also the construction of that which eludes identification.46



What subverts the claim to nonidentity in the abstract positivity of noumenal and existential being, however, is the sheer divorce of that entity from any social causality. For the irreducible nonidentity of the individual self, as indicated above, emerges only through a critical response to its socially determining conditions. Such resistance is brought about 'in the subject's painful perception that in their reality, in what became of them, all [people] are mutilated'.47 What blocks the perception of this contemporary mutilation is the individual's unflinching interest in h/er own self-preservation; an interest, moreover, which is economically and socially prescribed. The persistence of this psychological block, Adorno contends, manifests as an extreme egotism or pathological narcissism. Similarly to those who might recognize this as their own socially inescapable condition, Kant's concept of transcendental free will remains haunted by the apparent necessity of its equally noumenal form. Locked in its self-preserving narcissism, the individual cannot find that aspect of itself which might indicate the possibility of becoming other than it is. 'Translated into judgments about real people, Kantian ethics knows but one criterion: how a [person] happens to be, so is [their] unfreedom'.48

Freedom and Unfreedom

Far from resolving the contradiction between free will and the moral law, Kant's recourse to noumenal intelligibility effectively exacerbates it. For free will, when considered in both its transcendental and noumenal forms, is, Adorno argues, 'both subject and not subject to causality'.49 Hence contrary to his express intention, Kant's idea of freedom indicates that 'individuals are antagonistic in themselves ... that they are both free and unfree'.50 To insist that the subject must choose between believing h/erself either free or unfree, however, would reveal a consciousness trapped in the traditional, socially institutionalized logic of non-contradiction.


Each drastic thesis is false. In their inmost core, the theses of determinism and of freedom coincide. Both proclaim identity. The reduction to pure spontaneity applies to the empirical subject the very Same law which as an expanded causal category becomes determinism.51



Without perceiving how the free individual is also an historically produced social object, and not simply its own self-sufficient cause, the idea of freedom remains one-dimensional. The sheer claim to unfreedom, however, is equally inadequate. Here there is a failure to acknowledge the autonomy that persists in the creative resistance of some individuals to the economically and culturally generated mutilation of individuals generally.


[F]reedom... and unfreedom are so entangled that unfreedom is not just an impediment to freedom but a premise of its concept.52



That is to say: 'Freedom can be defined in negation only, corresponding to the concrete form of a specific unfreedom'.53 Rather than being bound, in the interests of non-contradiction to the necessity of Kant's positive concept of noumenal freedom, the idea of freedom, Adorno argues, needs articulation according to the subject's immanent mediation by historically specific social practices. This dialectic does not arise through a misconstrual of terms, Adorno contends, but is an expression of the modern contradictory tension between individual claims to freedom and social unfreedom. The only morality possible in this contradictory social context, Adorno argues, is 'to try to live so that one may believe [oneself] to have been a good animal'.54

Often only through a horror laden, disabling experience of the will does an individual begin to see through the naturalist magic of society's positive claim to individual freedom. Indeed without a discriminating judgement concerning the irreducible difference between free will and social causality, the idea of freedom will remain ideologically tied to both to a socially instituted legality and normative values which at once disable it. The potential for freedom can emerge only through critical reflection on the repressive effects of normative social values and certain laws which may no longer be relevant or necessary. This is precisely Adorno's point when he states -


Ripening ... in the internalization of social coercion into conscience, with the resistance to social authority which critically measures that authority by its own principles, is a potential that would rid [humanity] of coercion. In the critique of conscience, the rescue of this potential is envisioned - not in the psychological realm, however, but in the objectivity of a reconciled life of the free.55



While the repressive aspect of conscience and its attendant, debilitating sense of guilt prolongs unfreedom, there is a sense of social solidarity that may equally attend the exercise of conscience; a solidarity which indicates a potentially critical and liberating mediation of that repression. As Adorno puts it, 'it takes the repressive form of conscience to develop the form of solidarity, in which the repressive one will be voided'.56 Both these aspects of conscience are clearly evident, Adorno argues, in Kant's double-sided understanding of the concept of reason. Reason may be speculative, Utopian, or it may form a basis for internal and external accountability.


As the transcendental, supraindividual self, reason comprises the idea of a free, human social life in which [people] organize themselves as the universal subject and overcome the conflict between pure and empirical reason in the conscious solidarity of the whole. This represents the idea of true universality: Utopia. At the same time, however, reason constitutes the court of judgment of calculation, which adjusts the world for the ends of self-preservation and recognizes no function other than the preparation of the object from mere sensory material in order to make it the material of subjugation.57



In other words, Kant's categorical imperative reveals not just the immanent, repressive effects of an otherwise heteronomous social causality, but also a sense of social solidarity that goes beyond particular self-interests. Referring to Kant's articulation in The Metaphysics of Morals of the social relations implicit in his categorical imperative,58 Adorno further comments -


Encoded in the late Kantian sentence that everyone's freedom need be curtailed only insofar as it impairs someone else's is a reconciled condition that would not only be above the bad universal, the coercive social mechanism, but above the obdurate individual who is a micro-cosmic copy of that mechanism.59



This suggestion of a non-coercive, social reconciliation with others, implicit in Kant's categorical imperative, stems directly from that imperative no longer being tied to any heteronomous moral authority whether of the monarchic or religious variety. For with Kant, albeit under the transcendental conditions of a self-reflexive moral universalizability, '[t]he subject becomes moral for itself'.60 Despite the problems inherent in Kant's articulation of free will, Adorno thereby acknowledges the enlightened, socially progressive character of Kant's idea of freedom.

Nevertheless, in order to maintain the speculative possibility of universal social reconciliation foreshadowed in Kant's moral ratio, its purely self-reflexive character needs reshaping as an historically specific form of psychological and social reflection. That is to say, the will needs to be understood as the dialectical mediation of somatic drives and actual social practices. A capacity for free will does not emerge through the self-reflexive transcendentalism of any pure practical reason, but through critical reflection on the blocking of affective needs by contemporary social relations. Adorno further elucidates this possibility in the following manner


There is no available model of freedom save one: that consciousness, as it intervenes in the total social constitution, will through that constitution intervene in the complexion of the individual. This notion is not utterly chimerical, because consciousness is a ramification of the energy of drives; it is part impulse itself, and also a moment of that which it intervenes in.61



The possibility of freedom and social reconciliation thus remain dependent on the critical capacity of thought to make transparent the manner in which contemporary social practices undermine this same critical potential. No longer damaged by the fear and guilt generated by a divisive struggle for economic survival under bourgeois relations of exchange, in a free society individual social responsibility would become that of a 'fearless, active participation in a whole'.62 With this in mind Adorno recasts that version of Kant's categorical imperative, which concerns the universal kingdom of ends, such that 'every individual should be respected as a representative of the socialized human species,... [s/he] is not a mere function of the [exchange] process'.63 What this imperative now indicates is that the labour of human subjects should not become the means whereby other subjects satisfy and perpetuate their own particular power and interests. Instead of implicitly defending the authority of social norms through the a priori causality of an indisputable categorical imperative, and so sanctioning individual repression, practical reason is more appropriately engaged, Adorno argues, in elucidating the unfreedom which still pervades the modern, historical relations of individual and society.
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B2.
 Social Freedom and Historical Reason: Hegel

Introduction

Critical of the abstract, one-dimensional character of Kant's self-reflexive categorical imperative, Hegel considers the idea of freedom in terms rather of an inter-subjective, social reciprocity. For the idea of freedom, he argues, is not simply a self-reflexive fact of moral reason, but emerges through our social relations with others; or more exactly, through an inter-subjective process of mutual recognition and respect. As Hegel puts it, 'Self-consciousness exists in itself and for itself, in that, and by the fact that it exists for another self-consciousness; that is to say, it is only by being acknowledged or "recognized"'.1 The will to freedom is thus a will to social recognition - a self-identity made possible through the respect accorded by others. In his Philosophy of Right Hegel articulates this now self-reflective will to freedom (since mediated through nonidentical others) by way of its development through the specific social contexts of modern family life and civil society.2 This development reaches its pinnacle in an individual's positive recognition of the political sovereignty of the modern nation-state. For the principles of mutual recognition and respect are constitutionally inscribed in the laws of the sovereign nation-state. That is to say, the particular self-identity or essential interest of each individual is given ethical substance in the universal rationality and actuality of the nation-state. Hegel thus situates the condition of possibility for individual freedom in the historically concrete institution of the sovereign nation-state. The nation-state is thus, according to Hegel, nothing less than the actuality of social freedom.

What underwrites the possibility of this historical materialist account of freedom, however, is Hegel's more essential, idealist thesis that the modern nation-state with its various family and civil institutions is the socio-historic manifestation of a self-conscious world spirit or universal reason. Moreover, Hegel interprets the course of world history as the social manifestation of this spirit's self-reflective becoming. The decisive phases of this development from Oriental to ancient Greek, Roman-Christian and thence to modern Germanic civilization are those through which spirit necessarily passes on its path to the actualization of social freedom in the modern nation-state. The social ethos of each civilization is represented by a particular governing principle - an intuitive, natural, religious, and rational principle respectively. These principles constitute the mediated reflections through which spirit recognizes itself in its historically nonidentical other. By way of these principles spirit engages in a process of self-critical reflection until it reaches the self-transparent objectivity of its own universal reason. Now it is just this self-transparent, self-mediating rationality, Hegel argues, which is the principle governing the modern ethos of freedom.

Hegel insists that this infinitely self-reflecting subject is not some logically abstract Being distinct from or transcendent to the progressive development of socio-historic relations, but is itself that very process through which the actualization of social freedom is historically achieved. Spirit is thus interpreted as the 'living substance' of freedom.


The living substance ... is that being which is truly subject, or, what is the same thing, is truly realized and actual solely in the process of positing itself, or in mediating with its own self its transitions from one state or position to the opposite. As subject it is pure and simple negativity, and just on that account a process of splitting up what is simple and undifferentiated, a process of duplicating and setting factors in opposition, which in turn is the negation of this indifferent diversity and of the opposition of factors it entails. True reality is merely this process of reinstating self-identity, of reflecting into its own self in and from its other, and is not an original and formal unity as such, not an immediate unity as such. It is the process of its own becoming, the circle which presupposes its end for its beginning; it becomes concrete and actual only by being carried out, and by the end it involves.3



As that which mediates 'with its own self its transitions from one state or position to the opposite', spirit or universal reason reveals itself as the self-reflected difference between itself and that nonidentical other which it is in the process of becoming. In so 'reflecting into its own self in and from this other', spirit at once returns to itself as the self-identifying synthesis of that nonidentical other and its self-reflective negativity. What is critically negated by spirit is not simply eliminated or annulled, but preserved as a mediated and mediating moment of spirit's self-conscious development. It is just this dialectical process, this negation of negation, which Hegel retraces when arguing that the sovereign nation-state, along with its various civil and familial institutions, is the nonidentical yet reflectively mediated other of spirit's modern historical consciousness. Returning into itself from this conceptually mediated nonidentical other, spirit then knows itself as the equally mediated synthesis of this relation, and so the immanent, legitimating source of the modern nation-state and its rational claim to freedom.


The one and only thing for securing scientific progress ... is knowledge of the logical precept that Negation is just as much Affirmation as Negation, or that what is self-contradictory resolves itself not into nullity, into abstract Nothingness, but essentially only into the negation of its particular content, that such negation is not an all-embracing Negation, but is the negation of a definite somewhat which abolishes itself, and thus is a definite negation; and that thus the result contains in essence that from which it results.... Since what results, the negation, is a definite negation, it has a content. It is a new concept, but a higher, richer concept than that which preceded; for it has been enriched by the negation or opposite of that preceding concept, and thus contains it but contains also more than it, and is the unity of it and its opposite 4



This divided unity of spirit and its nonidentical other forms the essential content of spirit's being; a content, moreover, which is not simply external to spirit's self-conscious development, but is that development. This dialectical rhythm of rational and historical becoming is precisely what Hegel has in mind when he states that 'What is rational is actual and what is actual is rational'.5

The dialectical form of this reflectively mediated, reciprocal relation between the material and ideal moments of absolute spirit has very different implications for our understanding of reason than that prevalent since Plato and Aristotle, and dominant again, following Hegel, in the modern social sciences. Reason has been defined either as a transcendent metaphysics or a methodological tool; that is to say, in both instances, as a self-sufficient, incorruptible instrument, which may be artificially inserted in or applied to empirical being as a means for judging the latter's objective truth and moral Tightness. Whether in the form of an a priori governance or a methodological grid, reason here stands strictly divided from or external to that empirical context, and yet to which the latter is rigidly or coercively made to measure and conform. The attempt to make social experience fit the a priori or classifying procedures of a purely self-sufficient conceptual ratio results, however, in unwanted contradictions as Kant's antinomies all too clearly demonstrate. When Hegel, in response, dissolves the traditional scholastic distinction between metaphysics and logic by arguing that what is a priori is only ever the mediated reflection of a posteriori experience, reason is transfigured as the self-reflective unity of this contradictory experience involving itself and its nonidentical other. Reason now emerges as the dialectical mediation of its own conceptual ratio and what it is not, which Hegel interprets as the historical becoming of spirit.

Adorno's response to Hegel's dialectic is twofold; or as Bernstein indicates, a 'consciously self-divided' response.6 For Adorno's philosophy reads in most respects as the self-reflected other of Hegel's speculative dialectics of spirit. Adorno, in the first instance, is wholly in accord with Hegel's insight that everything is contradictory; that contradiction is not simply an error of subjective judgement but objectively inherent in the nonidentical yet mutually dependent relations of individual experience and social relations. Whether couched in the differential form of universal and particular, subject and object, identity and difference, neither escapes the charge of abstract immediacy until viewed through the immanently mediating effects of its dependent, nonidentical other. Adorno thus strongly supports the manner in which Hegel is critical of all unmediated postulations whether in the form of a priori first principles or so-called facts of empirical experience. In the dialectical mediations that lead beyond these abstract positivities, 'Hegel's philosophy is indeed essentially negative: critique'.7

Yet Hegel retreats from the critical import of dialectical negativity through what becomes, in Adorno's view, the hypostatized positivity of spirit as absolute subject. Here the speculative idea of freedom emerging from the contradictory or divided unity of individual experience and social relations is said to be resolved in spirit's self-reflective affirmation of their synthetic identity; and which Hegel further translates as the actuality of social freedom in the modern nation-state. Acknowledging that without Hegel's speculative idea concerning their potential identity the contradictory character of these relations could not be made evident, Adorno nevertheless argues that Hegel's claim to the actuality of that identity in the form of the modern nation-state straightway absolves the contradictory experience from which it emerges.8 In effect, Hegel passes off the reciprocal negativity of individual experience and objective social relations in the self-reflective unity of spirit as at once the overcoming of their contradictory nonidentity. Moreover, as Adorno further points out, this contradictory experience cannot be dissuaded from its contradictory character merely through its postulated overcoming in a higher realm of universal reason or social legality.


To use identity as a palliative for dialectical contradiction, for the expression of the insolubly nonidentical, is to ignore what the contradiction means. It is a return to purely consequential thinking.9



In the second instance then, Adorno takes issue with Hegel's claim that 'Negation is just as much Affirmation as Negation'.10 Adorno exposes the idealist manoeuvre through which Hegel makes this 'positive negation' when he states


The linguistic expression 'existence', which is necessarily conceptual, is confused with what it designates, which is nonconceptual, something that cannot be melted down into identity.11



Hegel's procedure in this respect, Adorno argues, stems from his attempt to transform dialectical experience into a method or closed system of thought, evident in the tripartite schema of dialectical development from thesis to antithesis and thence to synthesis. Similarly, in the Philosophy of Right, Hegel not only artificially quells the antagonistic character of civil society in the democratic rationality of social equality before the law, but also dissolves the nonidentical relation of the individual and the nation-state through the absolute immanence in the former of the latter's universal spirit of sovereignty and freedom.

World Spirit and Social Labour

Hegel's idea of the world spirit is developed from those concepts of universal history and human progress evident in Kant's article, 'Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose'.12 Unlike Kant, however, historical progress does not proceed through a sufficient number of solitary, self-reflexive individuals coming to recognize the universal value of the good, but through an historical process which shapes itself according to their needs and in turn immanently creates those needs while transcending their everyday consciousness. That historical process, Hegel argues, may be ascertained only through the concept of a self-reflective world spirit. Contrary to Kant, then, Hegel -


does not oppose the good to empirical life as an abstract principle, a self-sufficient idea, but instead links it through its own content to the production of a true totality - to precisely what appears under the name of humanity in the Critique of Practical Reason. Hegel thereby transcends the bourgeois separation of ethos, as something that although unconditionally binding is valid only for the subject, from the objectivity of society, which is ostensibly merely empirical.13



Hegel thereby acknowledges the mediating immanence of social relations in subjective consciousness. What is considered ethically good and morally right is socially immanent to individual subjects through the practices and spirit of the society in which they live. The social immanence of spirit's universal reason is further manifest in statutory laws, whose institutional application ensures the historical reproduction of those practices to which they give rise. A significant implication of this for modern theory and practice, Bernstein points out, is that '[c]ommunity and history provide the only possible ground for knowing, and present an inevitable constraint on the demonic ambitions of the will'.14

The universal laws of the nation-state are the objective morality through which individual subjects now recognize themselves as socially equal to others. While the principles of mutual recognition and respect constitutionally embedded in these laws serve to protect a community's capacity for ongoing renewal, the universal equality also inscribed therein at once places that equality in severe jeopardy. For universal equality before the law carries with it a marked tendency to disregard the qualitative differences in individual social circumstance. As the historically immanent rationality of universal social equality, the world spirit would thus appear to fall foul of a critique Hegel previously leveled at Kant; notably, the disappearance of individual differences within the abstract universality of a purely formal notion of equality. Abstracting from the specificity of individual circumstance, statutory law becomes an implicit defence of social inequality. Adorno outlines this contradiction in the concept of law when he states


In law the formal principle of equivalence becomes the norm; everyone is treated alike. An equality in which differences perish secretly serves to promote inequality; it becomes the myth that survives amidst an only seemingly demythologized

[humanity].15



Nevertheless, for Hegel, those differences and inequalities evident in modern civil society are effectively resolved once submitted to the universal measure of state laws. Hegel effectively discounts the actual experience of inequality as nothing more than a discursive argument presented to a court of law. This demonstrates, however, that spirit's proclaimed reconciliation of the nation-state and its individual citizens, through the universal social equality embodied in statutory law, is an idealist sham. Spirit does not so much constitute their self-reflected difference, but rather their already reflected mirror identity. Hegel's idea of spirit, along with its juridical manifestation as universal social equality, thus functions, albeit unintentionally, as a piece of bourgeois ideology.

Hegel's difficulty arises through the claim that what appears immediate or particular is always already mediated by the universal form of conceptual thought. For in light of this over-bearing claim, any consideration of how that immediate particular might itself mediate conceptual thought can only ever constitute a return into thought of its own already mediating reflection. In so doing the nonidentity or divided unity of particular and universal is dissolved in the formal synthesis of spirit's purely self-reflective mediation.


If Hegel had carried the doctrine of the identity of universal and particular further, to a dialectic in the particular itself, the particular... would have been granted the same right as the universal.16



In smothering socio-historic experience under the immanent universality of spirit, the latter assumes a position external to or independent of individual experience. While attempting to overcome the separation of thought and its object through their reciprocal mediation Hegel unfortunately attributes to that mediating process its own substantial, universal form. In so doing, Hegel retreats into a Platonic doctrine of forms. Spirit and its historical manifestation as the nation-state take on a life of their own, where their alleged universality, no different in this respect from Plato's Republic, signals the repressive effects of an over-blown, perverted subjectivity. Adorno critically remarks: 'the world spirit is; but it is not spirit'.17

What remains nevertheless true in spirit's claim to universality, Adorno argues, is its inadvertent reflection of 'the social nature of labour'.18 Hegel unintentionally intimates as much when referring to history as the universal activity or systematic labour of spirit. Marx had already pointed this out when indicating that it is more precisely social labour, and not spirit, which is that 'totality of actions' whereby human society reproduces itself as the objective historical result of its own endeavours.19 Indeed it is not so much a nation-state's constitutional sovereignty or its laws through which all spheres of human life become socially commensurable, but rather labour.


As the unity of human subjects who reproduce the life of the species through their labor, things come into being within society objectively, independent of reflection, without regard to the specific qualities of those who labor or the products of labor. The principle of the equivalence of social labor makes society in its modern bourgeois sense both something abstract and the most real thing of all, just what Hegel says of the emphatic notion of the concept.20



As the totality of social labour, society would thus appear a more adequate concept than spirit for understanding the manner in which human society historically reproduces itself over and above the conscious intentions of its individual subjects. However, as both Marx and Adorno remain well aware, it is not sufficient to substitute the concept of society for that of the world spirit as a way of demystifying Hegel's transcendental conceptual ratio. For this too would leave the concept of society in a state of unmediated hypostasis just as Hegel does with that of the world spirit.

Similarly to spirit, which 'juggles things until the given gives the illusion of having been produced by spirit',21 if the concept of society, as social labour, is considered a self-sufficient productive universal, it will subsume that nonidentical other, on which it unavoidably depends, within its universal absoluteness. That nonidentical other is nature, that material without which there would be no social labour. Just as spirit idealistically conjures away its own conditioned mediation by this nonidentical other, so too society, conceived merely as the totality of social labour, would obscure its dialectical dependence on the mediating limits or resistance of nature. Indeed the tendency of bourgeois society to ignore this mediation is evident not only in the environmental destruction wrought by heavy industry but also in the degradation of its human agents. For they too constitute what is natural. As a specifically intellectual mode of social labour distinct from physical labour, spirit's self-reflective ratio needs rethinking through its nonidentical mediation by nature, which at once includes the natural, historical products of physical labour. Whether as intellectual or physical labour, neither can be thought independently of nature; and nature too, if it is not to become a self-sufficient idolatry subject, needs to be understood through its nonidentical mediation by social labour.


Labor - and in the last analysis its reflective form, spirit, as well - cannot be conceived without the concept of nature, anymore than can nature without labor: the two are distinct from and mediated by one another at the same time.22



Marx had elaborated in varying degrees this dialectical mediation of social labour and nature not only in the 'Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844' and in his account of commodity fetishism in Capital, but again with respect to the source of social wealth in his 'Critique of the Gotha Program'.23 The concept of society, like that of spirit, can avoid the charge of abstraction only through being thought as the reciprocal, yet nonidentical mediation of nature and social labour.

The Nation-State and Individual Freedom

The two major domains of modern ethical life, as Hegel presents them, are the family and civil society. The family is characterized by a universal feeling of love, where children have the right to be maintained and educated according to the family means, and where the interests of each individual remain subordinate to those of the family as a whole. An individual's entry into civil society is marked through their acquiring independent means and so becoming free to follow their own particular ends. Here individuals use each other to accomplish those ends, and in so doing become mutually interdependent. Civil society is thus characterized by a person's particular right to freedom but where that freedom remains at once dependent on the freedom of others. According to the manner in which individuals satisfy their particular needs, Hegel divides civil society into three social classes - the agricultural, industrial and commercial, and what he calls the universal or governing class. In order to give objective substance to the rights and duties of each with respect to others, Hegel further includes within civil society those courts of law which administer social justice. A third major aspect of civil society concerns both the protection of individuals from harm, in the form of police, and the assurance of their well being and particular interests through some form of state-recognized employment, whether in private corporations or a government bureaucracy. This form of recognition, Hegel argues, enables individuals to attain a greater sense of their own social value and ethical significance. However, individuals only acquire a full and complete sense of social freedom, Hegel continues, in their self-reflected identity with the nation-state and its laws.

Hegel further articulates this identity of the modern nation-state, as the historical manifestation of social freedom, with those individuals who make up its populace in the following passage.


The state is the actuality of concrete freedom. But concrete freedom consists in this, that personal individuality and its particular interests not only achieve their complete development and gain explicit recognition for their right (as they do in the sphere of the family and civil society) but, for one thing, they also pass over of their own accord into the interest of the universal, and, for another thing, they know and will the universal; they even recognize it as their own substantive mind; they take it as their end and aim and are active in its pursuit. The result is that the universal does not prevail or achieve completion except along with particular interests and through the co-operation of particular knowing and willing; and individuals likewise do not live as private persons for their own ends alone, but in the very act of willing these they will the universal in the light of the universal, and their activity is consciously aimed at none but the universal end.24



While individual activities are directed towards achieving personal ends, those goals are at the same time those of the nation-state; and this, since the universal telos or sovereign spirit of the nation-state is already immanent within them. In the first instance this means that the right to individual freedom is an immanent reflection of the sovereignty of the nation-state. In the second it means that individuals become self-conscious, willing, and cooperative agents in the reproduction of that sovereignty and its universal goals. Yet as members of civil society, Hegel had argued that individuals remain unconcerned with whether their particular goals might coincide with those of the nation-state. That they do so is not a result of any self-conscious attempt to fulfil or actualize those goals, but rather an unconscious function of their social interdependency. Indeed if they were to pursue the goals of the nation-state directly this would risk their becoming 'a mass or an aggregate ... and acquiring an unorganized opinion and volition and ... crystallizing into a powerful bloc in opposition to the organized state'.25 The extent to which individuals become willing, cooperative agents of the state is merely that they dutifully accept and comply with the state's laws or institutional directives. Only in this way could they be said to pursue consciously the ends of the nation-state. A further possibility, however, through which individuals might be said to actualize state goals as their own concerns their incorporation within the more organized interests of their class or estate. For these estates, Hegel argues, are indeed conscious of their particular goals as at once those of the nation-state without that giving rise to any possible conflicts of interest. Nevertheless, from the perspective of individuals within the context of civil society, the state appears not so much at one with them but rather as 'an external necessity and their higher authority; its nature is such that their laws and interests are subordinate to it and dependent on it'.26 Hegel, however, claims to overcome this negative or divided unity of citizen and nation-state in the rationally immanent and thereby positive identity of the spirit of national sovereignty within the claim to individual freedom. Yet what this positive identity of individual freedom and state sovereignty fails to disclose is the' all too often overbearing character of the nation-state's immanent, systematic and universal rationality within the lives of its individual citizens.

Despite Adorno's often vehement critique of Hegel's theory of the state, he nevertheless applauds Hegel's attempt therewith to temper the appalling inequities of civil society which the latter cannot overcome through its own development.


The free play of forces in capitalist society, whose liberal economic theory Hegel had accepted, has no antidote for the fact that poverty ... increases with social wealth; still less could Hegel envision an increase in production that would make a mockery of the assertion that society is not rich enough in goods. The state is appealed to in desperation as a seat of authority beyond this play of forces.27



The dialectical principle of negativity through which what is becomes more than it is remains inherently critical, Adorno argues, even in Hegel's ideal claim to the actuality of social freedom. For what is true in Hegel's speculative synthesis of individual and nation-state, Adorno maintains, is its critical attempt to overcome the untruth of existing social injustices. What is also true in Hegel's all-encompassing concept of world spirit is its prophetic echo of what has now become the untruth of 'a radically societalized society'.28 For that which is unmistakably felt in the seamless immanence of Hegel's world spirit is an historical portent of the over-bearing universal machinations of bourgeois commodity production and exchange.

While Hegel also seeks to give expression to the particularity of individual experience, evident in his critique of Kant's abstract formalism, his conceptually orchestrated reconciliation of individual and nation-state runs counter to his intention. For Hegel's insistence on the sovereign independence of the nation-state effectively reproduces their unreconciled nonidentity. Yet Hegel further draws on what he calls the popular spirit of national sovereignty as the medium through which that nonidentity is nonetheless dissolved. Through its universal social immanence this national spirit implants the principle of individual freedom within the consciousness of each and every citizen. This spirit of freedom is reinforced all too evidently in the modern media through constant appeals to national pride and individual excellence. Yet the subjectivizing magic of national sovereignty upholds the value of individual freedom only to repress it all the more effectively in the competitive efficiencies universally demanded of its hapless agents. Individual autonomy is severely disabled in the self-preserving need to comply with the competitive and stringent demands of the bourgeois labour market. What emerges as the ideological spell of individual freedom, of a self-sufficient individuality, blinds those under its sway to the manner in which human lives are collectively sacrificed as abstract units of social labour in a bourgeois system of exchange demanding absolute compliance. Moreover, this spell is precisely that through which the bourgeois system of exchange covers over the psychological damage it does to those who can no longer cope.

What the modern ethos of freedom reveals is a society whose insatiable demand for economic growth and productivity shows scant regard for the physical and emotional suffering of individuals bound to the sale of their labour-time for the sake of a nation's economic and political well-being.


This much of Hegel's insistence on the universality of the particular is true: in its perversion, as impotent individualization at the universale mercy, the particular is dictated by the principle of perverted universality.29



Hegel's claim to reconciliation, as Adorno indicates, thereby 'derives from unreconcilable violence'. 30 What is given mute expression in this flawed reconciliation, what can be read on the silent lips of individuals suffering under the terror of compulsive economic efficiencies, is more precisely the ongoing history of an antagonistic social totality. In effect, what Hegel considered the historic actuality of social freedom, made possible through the nation-state's compulsive work ethic, is more precisely a condition of social unfreedom.


It is only because, to survive, [people] have to make an alien cause their own that there arises that appearance of reconcilement - an appearance which Hegelian philosophy, incorruptible in its recognition of the predominance of the universal, corruptibly transfigures into an idea.31



Caught within the social straightjacket of capitalist relations of production and exchange, individuals have become affected by a disquieting sense of social impotence and seek refuge in their own inner psychology. Coerced into ever more integrative processes of social normalization through ongoing economic and social reforms, the nation-state has produced within its populace a thinly veiled coldness or self-destructive angst. Already eighty years ago Freud observed the development of an aggressive, self-destructive drive in the individual psyche.32 This psychological damage is further evident in the vast and increasing numbers of individuals now classified as suffering depression or having some type of personality disorder such as an oppositional defiance disorder. Such classification, however, ironically strengthens the spell of subjectivity insofar as individuals continue to accept that the source of such problems is due solely to their own subjective condition. The increasingly total or closed system of bourgeois production and exchange


perpetuates the spell [of individual freedom] as coldness between [individuals], without which the calamity could not recur.... Angst is the necessary form of the curse laid in the universal coldness upon those who suffer... it.33



Beneath the social veneer of positive good cheer, of a unified and sovereign national spirit, this coldness disturbingly reproduces the perverse competitive ideology incessantly dispensed through the modern media.

Inextricably bound to the universal web of bourgeois commodity exchange, individuals have increasingly turned to speculative financial trading, casino style gambling, lotteries and prize competitions as ways of potentially denying their social impotence, or what is a substantial lack of individuality. Attempting to establish a sense of personal freedom through these fateful economic contingencies not only confirms, however, their ongoing subjection to the bourgeois subjectivist magic but also to the bourgeois law of chance. Designed to deliver greater fiscal certainty, economic planning masks the extent to which individuals remain subject to the anarchy of economic chance.


... to the individual subject, what is causally determined is absolutely accidental at the same time. Running its course in the realm of necessity, the fate of [people] is blind to them, 'over their heads', contingent. The strictly deterministic character of the economic laws of social motion is just what condemns the members of society to chance, if their self-determination were truly deemed the criterion. The law of value and anarchy in the production of goods are one. Contingency is thus not only the form of a nonidentity mangled by causality; contingency itself coincides with the identity principle. And this principle - as merely posited, imposed upon experience, not arising from the nonidentical in experience - in turn carries chance in its inmost core.34



The only certainty in this uncertain economic environment is that each individual exists as a necessary and yet disposable means for ensuring the preservation of the capitalist system of exchange and its primary political organ, the nation-state. What is also certain, as Marcuse and Adorno both point out, is that the capitalist social system now has the resources and technological capacity to render the absence of adequate food, housing, and health resources universally unnecessary.35 In the face of a continued political inability to make those vital needs accessible to all, modern nation-states and the capitalist law of competition reveal themselves as wholly irrational.

Under these conditions the bourgeois claim to freedom now appears as a fearful concern to preserve the sovereignty of the nation-state. In effect, the technological means to freedom revert, under the rule of the nation-state, to the primary means of its own self-preservation. Furthermore, the very idea of freedom, as the end or goal of social labour, itself degenerates into an ideological means for preserving what appears as an altogether natural set of social relations. In thrall to the apparent naturalness of the way things are, enchanted by its own seemingly natural subjectivity, the bourgeois claim to freedom remains in a reified rut. When modeled after the apparent immediacy of subjective being, the claim to freedom is nothing more than gratuitous assertion. Yet both Kant and Hegel make this claim. In Kant's doctrine of noumenal freedom, freedom is a natural fact of individual moral life. Hegel, for his part, ultimately recasts the self-reflective freedom of the universal world spirit in the purely natural mould of a living individual subject. These subjectivist claims to natural freedom, Adorno argues, signal 'the emergence of the [subjective] spell as the metaphysic governing reality'.36

Natural History and Second Nature

Not only does Hegel's world spirit assume the natural form of pre-eminent individuals and nation-states, but history, as the self-reflected other of this world spirit, is made commensurable with a process of natural growth.


History is mind clothing itself with the form of events or the immediate actuality of nature. The stages of its development are therefore presented as immediate natural principles.37



What, in Hegel's Science of Logic, had been developed as the dialectical laws of self-reflective development, namely, identity, difference, antithesis, and contradiction, are now, in the Philosophy of Right, presented as entirely natural principles governing the historical development from Oriental to ancient Greek, Roman-Christian and modern Germanic civilizations.38 The laws of spirit's self-reflective development are thus interpreted as at once the natural laws of history. This idea of natural history is equally apparent when Hegel speaks of the nation-state as though it had become a 'second nature'.39 Here the nation-state, qua 'second nature', becomes sufficient justification for personifying its sovereignty with a living exemplar of first nature, and whose right to power, moreover, is carried through the natural fortunes of birth. In effect, the modern nation-state now bristles with the unmediated spontaneity of first nature. However, as Adorno argues, with this collapse of historical nature into first nature -


Quite unmetaphorically [Hegel] can be charged with mythologizing history. ... Looking into the abyss, Hegel perceived the world-historic derring-do as a second nature; but what he glorified in it, in villanous complicity, was the first nature.40



This identity of history with first nature is again apparent in Hegel's remonstrations against Rousseau's claim that the constitution of the nation-state is an historically conditioned social contract; that is, a product of human deliberation. Rather, in keeping with Montesquieu, he insists that it is something of divine providence and thereby natural, 'above the sphere of things that are made'.41

Hegel is right that history, in one sense, occurs above and beyond everyday social consciousness, but he is not right, as Marx pointed out, when arguing that historical development occurs independently of conscious human labour. Spirit reflects the transmutation of history into nature but it fails to think the manner in which nature becomes history except as intellectual discourse. Hegel thereby cancels out the nonidentical mediation of nature and human history such that the universal integration of modern social life under the bourgeois principle of exchange comes to appear as an altogether natural process. Determined solely and absolutely by the natural spirit of history, this process appears to consciousness as though a 'second nature'; and so takes on the mythological quality of an unbreachable natural force. Marx critically responds with a formulation that does not diminish the nonidentical reciprocity of nature and history when he states


We know only a single science, the science of history. History can be considered from two sides, divided into the history of nature and the history of [humanity]. Yet there is no separating the two sides; as long as [people] exist, natural and human history will qualify each other.42



What is at stake in the idea of natural history then is a dialectical analysis that neither rests content with history as a semblance of nature nor sacrifices nature in the ontological prison of necessary historical laws. The former aspect specifically characterizes the bourgeois claim to power over labour as an entirely natural yet chance relation. The latter is characteristic of Engels' and Lenin's dialectics of nature where again there is a claim to the primacy of nature over human action, albeit now in the form of naturalized historical laws. Both perspectives, emerging from Hegel, sanction the systematic and sacrificial deliverance of human life to an historical process beyond their control; a process in which human experience remains trapped in the ontologically valorized arrogance of a naturalized nation-state. Indeed the bourgeois celebration of nature is more exactly a celebration of its seemingly natural and absolute power over human labour. This situation is reinforced, as noted earlier, by the irresistible yet ideological spell of bourgeois sovereignty. This spell is already evident in Hegel's idea of natural history.


His world spirit is the ideology of natural history. He calls it world spirit because of its power. Domination is absolutized and projected on Being itself, which is said to be the spirit. But history, the explication of something it is supposed to have always been, acquires the quality of the unhistoric.43



Under these conditions, 'nature', as Adorno further points out, 'turns into an irresistible parable of imprisonment'.44 In contrast to each of the aforementioned positions, where the concept of nature receives an unmediated absolute form, Marx presents the concept of nature as immanently mediated by the history of human social labour. This is again evident in the analysis of commodity fetishism where Marx demonstrates that the value of commodities does not derive exclusively from their natural properties but rather more essentially from the labour-time congealed in those commodities.45 Marx further elucidates this negative dialectical mediation of nature and human history in a passage from the Grundrisse.


Much as the whole of this motion appears as a social process, much as the single moments of this motion take their departure from the conscious will and from particular purposes of individuals - the totality of the process does appear as an objective context arising by natural growth. It is indeed due to the interaction of conscious individuals, but neither seated in their consciousness nor subsumed under them as a whole.46



Nature and human history are here inextricably entwined without their nonidentity being surreptitiously dissolved in the unmediated ontological absoluteness of the one or the other. Their relation is that of an antagonistic totality where each is the negative, antithetical sign of the other.

In many respects Heidegger's existential phenomenology of being and time is also an attempt to rethink Hegel's conceptualized misconstrual of the non-identity between nature and history. In so doing, similarly to Marx and Adorno, Heidegger attempts to reverse the reifying effects of an historical 'second nature' and the crippling regimentation of social life by modern scientific reason. Yet unlike Marx and Adorno, Heidegger invests the resistance or non-identity of natural ontic existence (Dasein) to conceptual mediation with the ontological value of an absolute difference, or what he calls the historicity of Being. That is to say, Heidegger's understanding of difference does not arise through any self-reflective relation to objective being, but is felt as an immanent, pre-reflective, temporal limit within Dasein. That limit or nonidentity, that historicity of Being, is experienced as an existential angst before the temporal horizon of an inevitable loss of entity or what translates as death. Hence despite Heidegger's shift to an anti-dialectical phenomenology of existence, this pre-reflective ontological difference between Being and Dasein is again situated immanently within Dasein, just as Hegel's concept of spirit situates itself immanently within historical actuality. However, as with Hegel, Adorno argues, there is a certain tautological procedure at work here; for what is to be explained, namely the temporality of Dasein, is already constituted by the historicity of Being through which the explanation then proceeds.47 In effect, not unlike Hegel, what is not identical to Dasein, namely Being, is essential and identical through its immanent ontological or conceptual mediation. Unlike Hegel, however, Heidegger cannot explain how this ontological mediation occurs without demeaning the pre-reflective vision of ontological difference. Moreover, without reflective possibilities, Dasein remains unable to perceive whether particular historical events in some way shape its historical horizon, although Heidegger acknowledges that such must be the case. This, Adorno argues, is nothing short of an 'admission that the attempt to master the empirical has misfired'.48 Dasein's temporal existence remains engulphed in the stasis of Being's abstract historicity.


The unhistoric concept of history, harbored by a falsely resurrected metaphysics in what it calls historicity, would serve to demonstrate the agreement of ontological thought with the naturalistic thought from which the ontological one so eagerly delimits itself. When history becomes the basic ontological structure of things in being, if not indeed the qualitas occulta of being itself, it is mutation as immutability, copied from the religion of inescapable nature. This allows us to transpose historic specifics into invariance at will, and to wrap a philosophical cloak around the vulgar view in which historic situations seem as natural in modern times as they once seemed divinely willed.49



Despite his anti-Hegelian attempt to reconstitute the meaning of natural history, Heidegger's ontologically grounded phenomenology of Dasein thus recreates the reifying, mythological magic of Hegel's idea of natural history. Moreover, both readings of history fail to come to terms with historical specificity, for in both instances history is ontologized in invariant structures of Being.

While this discussion of the idea of natural history may seem to digress from the question of freedom and the claim to its historical actualization through the mediating reflections of Hegel's conceptual ratio, Adorno's idea of freedom remains intimately tied to the nonidentical yet mediating relations of history and nature. For Adorno's critical metaphysics of freedom first emerges through his understanding of the negative dialectic of nature and history.

Adorno develops the negative dialectical idea of natural history by way of reference to Lukács and Benjamin. The early Lukács interprets Hegel's notion of 'second nature' as social convention. Lukács further argues that social conventions are such precisely because their historical meaning has been lost or forgotten. 'Second nature', Lukács states, 'is a petrified estranged complex of meaning that is no longer able to awaken inwardness; it is a charnel-house of rotted inferiorities'.50 What were once experienced as innovative social relations, enlivened by a progressive historical spirit, become 'second nature' or conventional in the passing away of that spirit. Recovering the lost meaning of conventional social relations, Lukacs continues, would entail the revelation of what once formed their immanent historical spirit. Lukacs then attempts to revive the lost historical interior of these 'petrified' social relations through the metaphysical invocation of their immanent historical telos. In so doing, however, he again, like Hegel, arrives at an ontological identity of nature and history. Forty years later in a new preface to The Theory of the Novel Lukács is highly critical of just this neo-Hegelian identity evident in his text.51 The ontological identity of nature and history, he now argues, falsely neglects the discontinuities of history, and so results in a naturalistic and thereby idealized account of history.

Whereas Lukács had shown that in the passing of historically innovative practices they are transfigured as social convention, or become, as it were, 'second nature', Benjamin shows that in the decay or passing away of natural forms these forms reveal an historical significance.


The deepest point where history and nature converge lies precisely in this element of transience. If Lukács demonstrates the retransformation of the historical, as that which has been, into nature, then here is the other side of the phenomenon: nature itself is seen as transitory nature, as history.52



Adorno cites two passages from Benjamin that illustrate the specifically allegorical character of this manner of reading or deciphering history through nature's passing.


When, as is the case in the German play of lamentation, history comes onto the scene, it does so as a cipher to be read. 'History' is writ across the countenance of nature in the sign language of transience. ... In nature the allegorical poets saw eternal transience, and here alone did the saturnine vision of these generations recognize history.53



History is congealed in ruins and natural decay. Nature presents what Benjamin refers to as a fades hippocratica; a withered countenance, an enigmatic sign of history demanding interpretation. This baroque, allegorical aesthetic thus runs counter to the later classical aesthetic of beauty and its promise of eternal life. 'Allegory', as Benjamin puts it, 'thereby declares itself to be beyond beauty'.54 The allegorical interpretation of 'irresistible decay' is mourning over nature's loss. Allegory is the remembrance of nature in its passing. Only in this way, Adorno argues, does it become possible 'to comprehend historical being in its most extreme historical determinacy, where it is most historical, as natural being, or ... to comprehend nature as an historical being where it seems to rest most deeply in itself as nature'.55 Contrary to Lukács' distorting attempt to bridge the infinite distance between history and 'second nature' through an ontological cycle of historical recurrence, Benjamin now presents this relation as one of infinite proximity, where the ever changing discontinuities of history may be deciphered in the decaying physiognomy of natural artefacts.


This is the transmutation of metaphysics into history ... No recollection of transcendence is possible any more, save by way of perdition; eternity appears, not as such, but diffracted through the most perishable.56



Historical meaning is thus no longer bound to an ontological or metaphysical template through which already existing empirical and temporal phenomena are to be understood. Rather this allegorical reading of history occurs as a fragmented constellation of ideas, whose rhetorical organization is better able than any ontologically immanent or schematic conceptual ratio to illuminate the historical specificity of natural artefacts.57

Yet it is still not enough to say that nature, through its transience, holds history within it. For this is easily misconstrued, Adorno argues, as an indeterminate merger of nature and history. Adorno reiterates Hegel's critique of Schelling, where the infinite proximity of nature and history resembles 'the night of indifferentiation in which all cats are grey'.58 To deflect such criticism, Adorno argues, Benjamin would further need to show how history assumes in its passing that mythical semblance of nature, which is social convention; and which, while illusory, nevertheless remains a very real social condition. Moreover, he would need to show how this reciprocal yet nonidentical mediation of nature and history necessarily carries with it the speculative, Utopian idea of their potential reconciliation. For without that Utopian idea the nonidentical yet mediated relations of nature and human action would again collapse under the ontological primacy either of an absolute conceptual ratio or a pre-reflective historicity of being. The idea of reconciliation does not of itself constitute their already achieved identity nor the actualization of freedom, as Hegel's logic of the concept led him to suppose, but acts as an imageless, metaphysical negativity through which the unfreedom still evident in modern social relations may be critically exposed.59

Historical Process and Experience

Hegel's idea of natural history constitutes a strengthening of the modern philosophical trend, initiated by Kant, to understand human experience not merely as the ordered representation of an already given objective world, but also as the temporal, creative dynamic driving the coming-into-being of that world. While Kant's noumenal subject is identified as the pre-eminent origin of temporal events, that subject nevertheless remains in a temporal vacuum since it is not yet conscious of itself as an historically situated being. When Hegel's world spirit then undertakes to understand its own historical constitution, it nevertheless annuls that mediation through its self-essentializing presentation as an invariant ontological structure of historical becoming. Not unlike Aristotle's concept of the 'unmoved mover', Kant's noumenal subject and Hegel's world spirit both remain beyond the temporality to which they are said to give effect. As pure forms of time both remain trapped in a static condition of eternal timelessness.


Subjective and objective idealism concur in this, for the basic substratum of both is the subject as a concept, devoid of its temporal content. Once again, as to Aristotle, the actus purus becomes that which does not move. The social partisanship of the idealists goes all the way down to the constituents of their systems. They glorify time as timeless, history as eternal - all for fear that history might begin.60



Despite this Marxian jibe, Adorno nevertheless points out that within Hegel's dialectical detemporalization of time are the compressed relations of a temporal dynamic. In Adorno's words, '... provided one will not let logic produce time by itself, as [Hegel] does, to be perceived in logic, instead, are coagulated time relations'.61 Indeed within the dialectical form of Hegel's logic the final synthetic moment does not simply emerge as the creation of an altogether new conceptual entity, but is the transfigured preservation of an antithetical reciprocity that has now passed away.

What Hegel formally dissolves in this conceptually orchestrated temporal compression is the reciprocal negativity of an objective historical process and the individual experience of that process. Whether viewed from the perspective of the individual or the historical process, that antithetical reciprocity will pass away, Adorno argues, only through a decisive shift in the objective historical process itself, and. is not motivated by the pure form in itself that served to reveal it'.62


For instance, a contradiction like the one between the definition which an individual knows as his own and his 'role', the definition forced upon him by society when he would make his living - such a contradiction cannot be brought under any unity without manipulation, without the insertion of some wretched cover concepts that will make the crucial differences vanish. Nor is it possible to unify the contradiction that the [exchange] principle, which in present society enhances the productive forces, is simultaneously a growing threat to those forces.63



Unable to resolve these contradictions by means of conceptual fiat, self-reflective thought comes to understand how its particular experience of the world is irrevocably shaped by an historical process beyond its control; a process, moreover, which is seemingly beyond the control of even those who politically promote and reinforce it. Yet as Marx pointed out, while not in the conscious control of any individual or social class, neither is this process altogether independent of them, as Hegel's concept of spirit at times suggests. For without the mediating social labour of individual subjects, history would reveal nothing but an abstract, spiritualized form of temporal becoming; just as without an understanding of the immanently mediating force of historical relations, human experience could not hope to comprehend the contradictions confronting it.

The need to understand those contradictions is not satisfied by an empirical consciousness bound to the subjective positivity of so-called facts or observable data. Nor is it satisfied by recourse to the pre-formulated principles of an applied ethics, which, with a pumped up claim to individual autonomy, all the more uncritically submits to the objective harm. Both forms of thinking refuse the idea of an objective historical process that might occur in some sense beyond human consciousness or might produce irresolvable contradictions in human experience. To make such a claim, for these 'common sense' modes of thinking, is nothing but senseless speculation. Such speculative claims, and in particular those made by Hegel and Marx, are said to serve no purpose in the pressing, pragmatic concerns of everyday economic and biological self-preservation. Moreover, there are certain dangers for common sense thinking were it to acknowledge the mediating immanence of an objective historical process in its empirical and ethical data. In the first instance -


If thinking people were capable of such experience and prepared for it, it would have to undermine their belief in facticity itself; it would have to make them go so far beyond the facts that the facts would lose their unreflected primacy over the universals which triumphant nominalism holds for nothing, for a subtractable adjunct tacked on by the classifying scientist.64



In the second instance, coming to perceive the immanent mediation of an historically objective process within the experience of 'plain facts' would seriously threaten the subjectivizing spell cast by that same preponderant objectivity. For it would show the bourgeois claim to individual freedom as a socially necessary illusion. These dangers are sufficient to keep the general faith in common sense immediacy intact.

That the social significance of isolated facts or situations identified by empirical consciousness depends on an historical process that is not immediately observable, can, however, hardly be disputed. Indeed empirical historiography acknowledges such a process, but only insofar as it may be inductively gleaned from a discontinuous yet already related group of events or situations. What is now referred to as an historical trend is conclusively 'tacked on', as Adorno puts it, or laid over those events to which it nonetheless gives rise and explains. What is neglected in this empirical induction, as is the case when events are viewed solely as the results or effects of a causally active trend, is the immanent preponderance of that trend or process within the events it occasions and through which it is known. That is to say, these purely inductive and quasi-deductive explanations artificially sever particular events from that historical process within which they occur. They fail to appreciate how a particular event, while a necessary element in the formation of an historical trend, is at once the immanently mediated manifestation of that same historical process.


The trend can never do without the facts, but ultimately such preponderance of it within the facts makes the old-fashioned line between cause and occasion look silly. The whole distinction, not just the occasion, is external because the concrete cause lies in the occasion.65



Indeed the experience of a particular event does not occur outside the historical process but is at once an experience, however disguised, of that very process. Yet facts or events do not necessarily mirror the historical process immanent within them. The all but unanimous signing of a nuclear test ban treaty by the United Nations in 1996 does not so much signal an end to the production of nuclear bombs, but indicates rather the increasing intensity of just that process. This has since become evident in the more recent nuclear stand-off between India and Pakistan, not to mention the current nuclear ambitions of North Korea. Again the Kyoto treaty, signed in that year by most of the major industrial nations, concerning the scaling down of greenhouse gas emissions, is a sign of the ever more devastating process of environmental degradation occasioned by industrial pollution. Adorno indicates, amongst other examples, the emphasis placed on family unity in refugee camps during the Second World War. Implicit within this situation, however, is the historical trend towards the disintegration of traditional family relations.66 In face of this negative, counter-factual relation between specific events and historical trends, empirical historiography fails to demonstrate sufficient explanatory power. The immediate positivity of so-called facts are in need of critical historical reflection if they are not to become altogether misleading. Discriminating judgements as to the historical significance of a particular event depend on the reciprocal mediation of the historically critical and empirical perspectives. Indeed it is Adorno's contention that 'insight into the essence veiled by the facticity it qualifies, has come to be impossible save as philosophy'.67

Critical of Hegel's claim concerning the historical actuality of social freedom, Marx points to the historical discontinuities of poverty and suffering, the social injustices, which negate that universal claim. Freud, for his part, had indicated the increasingly fragmented, neurotic character of individual experience when faced with the modern demands of social normativity. Hegel's world spirit does not so much present an enlightened trajectory towards the rational resolution of contradictory discontinuities, but rather, as Adorno notes, 'would have to be defined as permanent catastrophe'.68 Those discontinuities come together as the universal history of domination and terror. 'No universal history leads from savagery to humanitarianism, but there is one leading from the slingshot to the megaton bomb'.69 Only if Hegel's idea of spirit were to remain a principle of absolute negativity, and so remain critical of contemporary social relations, would it deliver the historical truth on which it staked its survival; namely the untruth of the modern bourgeois principles of sovereignty and exchange.
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C.
 Aesthetics of Existence: Nietzsche and Heidegger


C1.
 Life and Eternal Recurrence: Nietzsche

Introduction

Nietzsche revalues the question of freedom as an ethical response to the repressive character of Christian moral authority; an authority philosophically underwritten by a conceptual ratio evident since the time of Socrates and Plato. The philosophically instilled division of body and spirit, through which that religious moral authority persists, distorts the modern character of freedom and ethical truth. For this reason, critical of Kant's transcendental, moral law and Hegel's dialectical metaphysics of spirit, Nietzsche severs any necessary link between freedom and the conceptual ratio. Freedom now finds expression in the existential poiesis of an inner, self-reflexive pathos of aesthetic sensibility. This means that freedom is no longer tied to normative social relations with others, nor, Nietzsche argues, to a metaphysical telos altogether beyond reach, but rather to values which best suit an individual's particular existential goals. No longer governed by any conceptually determinate, legislative judgement, these goals and the ethical principles supporting them are determined through a process of self-reflexive aesthetic evaluation. The self-disciplinary techniques for creating pleasure in life are analogous with those of an artist producing a work of art. Indeed Nietzsche considers the actualization of existential freedom to be indistinguishable from the actualization of life as art or of art as a work of life. Nietzsche thereby revalues the will to freedom as a self-styled evaluative aesthetics.

What sustains this specifically aesthetic revaluation of freedom, Nietzsche indicates, is a faith in the ontological and historical principle of eternal recurrence; or what is otherwise a perpetual recurrence of fate. This eternal recurrence of fate does not so much indicate the repetition of historical cycles, however, for this sameness would signify a profound passivity or resignation at the heart of Nietzsche's amor fati. More in keeping with the life-affirming style of Nietzsche's philosophy, the principle of eternal recurrence indicates an historical ontology of perpetual dissimilarity where temporality is experienced as an ongoing coming into being of different life-enhancing aesthetic practices.1 From this perspective fate seems less heteronomous and punishing, the more it generates multiple re-affirmations of a life without remorse. In short, having faith in the principle of eternal recurrence signals not only an imaginative act of self-creation, but also the assumption of responsibility for all our particular actions whether past, present or future.

Nietzsche's aesthetic revaluation of the question of freedom is critical of what he calls the life-denying attitudes of guilt, resentment and complacency. These attitudes are the effects of a stringent moral asceticism demanded by the Christian Church of its parishioners. Through the empty promise of a transcendent life after death, Christianity continues to be the major contributor to what Nietzsche refers to as a modern cultural nihilism. Christian theology consoles those suffering with an abstract transfiguration of their present condition in a mythical, heavenly world beyond their earthly grasp. Focused primarily on the goal of eternal salvation in an extra-terrestrial realm, Christian theology demonstrates a decisive tendency to dismiss as illusory and insignificant whatever pertains to this earthly, sensible existence. Whether assured through Catholic good works or a Protestant faith, Christian salvation orchestrates a thinly veiled repudiation of life on earth. In its ascetic deprecation of sensuous life and pleasure, Christianity is marked by the will to escape or transcend it. Moreover, the power exercised by the high priests of Christianity occurs under cover of what Nietzsche calls the 'holy lie' - the false promise to improve human morality through their own ascetic example, to save the guilty, paradoxically condemned by the ideological ministrations of their would be priestly saviours. Here the suppressed drive to freedom, in the interests of Christian morality, wreaks vengeance on the individual with the introspective guilt of a perpetual bad conscience. The psychological abyss produced through this irresolvable tension between somatic drives and an indiuced moral guilt, the mental anguish, that results, is in turn the harbinger of disease, loss of strength and bodily decay. Nietzsche sums up the implications of this moral nihilism in the following manner.


This is the antinomy: In so far as we believe in morality, we pass sentence on existence.... Moral value judgments are ways of passing sentence, negations; morality is a way of turning one's back on the will to existence.2



Moral nihilism is also apparent, Nietzsche maintains, in the atheist reaction to Christianity. Differently from guilt, however, the atheist produces an attitude of cynical resentment, since life now lacks any transcendent purpose or meaning whatsoever. Nothing is of value. Contrary to the more optimistic implications of Christian salvation, the atheist reaction is characterized by a pessimism in which the will to life has all but evaporated. This pessimism breeds boredom and weariness resentment towards the routines and minor inconveniences that arise in everyday life. This repudiation of morality reveals a will to nothingness, which despite itself, is a will all the same. The atheist form of nihilism is personified in what Nietzsche calls 'the ugliest man'.3 There is a further form of moral nihilism, which Nietzsche articulates by way of what is termed 'the last man'.4 As with the atheist, 'the last man' gives no credence to God or any higher values associated therewith. Unlike the atheist, however, 'the last man' is not involved in a reactive denial of such values, but only with ensuring a good degree of comfort, pleasure, and health for himself, through which he may pass his days contentedly and without great calamity. 'The last man' thus displays an attitude of bovine passivity as a herd creature, who wants, with the least effort, to be like others. This claims 'the last man' is happiness; happiness made actual through an unreflective compliance with already actual moral conventions. Here the will to life degenerates into what is nothing more than a will to acquiesce - a will that mistakes the illusory semblance of 'second nature' for what is altogether natural.

Even before the cultural dominance of moral reason had been established on the basis of Plato's idea of the Good, the Sophists had been critical of morality. Against the Socratic ratio, it was the Sophists, Nietzsche points out, who


verge upon the first critique of morality, ... they let it be known ... that all attempts to give reasons for morality are necessarily sophistical ... they postulate the first truth that a 'morality-in-itself, a 'good-in-itself do not exist, that it is a swindle to talk of 'truth' in this field.5



The Sophists, according to Nietzsche, were thus more moral than their rationalist, metaphysical detractors, since they effectively acknowledged their unavoidable immorality. Contrary to the repressive implications of Plato's purely rational articulation of moral values, morality, for the Sophists, is dependent rather on the specific conditions or context in which it is enunciated. For Nietzsche that context is that of the body and its particular cultural, historical inscriptions. Lacking any form of contextual mediation, what remains unacknowledged by those promoting morality according to a universally valid or God-driven rationality, is how this conceptual ratio legitimates, in effect, an ascetic negation of the sensuous drive to self-preservation and pleasure. The cultural and historical outcome of this idealist rationality, Nietzsche maintains, is thus an oppressive and destructive will to power over nature and other human subjects. While the promise of eternal self-preservation constitutes the definitive essence of Christian morality, the ecclesiastical techniques designed to achieve that end have in fact produced the spiritual poverty of moral nihilism. Similarly, those instruments of power, which uphold the modern, rationally enlightened morality of freedom, have given rise to the political suppression of freedom by ensuring that modern life remains in a state of self-denying docility. Nietzsche thereby confronts the modern ethos of freedom with the social domination still exercised by political and religious leaders in the name of enlightenment rationality.6 Through this contradiction in the theory and practice of freedom, Nietzsche delineates what Adorno and Horkheimer later refer to as the dialectic of enlightenment.

This affinity with Nietzsche's critique of enlightenment is further evident in Adorno's concordance with Nietzsche's claim that '[t]here is nothing in reality that would correspond strictly with logic'.7 Nietzsche here rejects the priority accorded the conceptual ratio in the Socratic and Hegelian forms of dialectic, not to mention all forms of idealism both ancient and modern. Indeed the emphasis Nietzsche places on the somatic mediation of language and thought, his critique of philosophical systems and traditional moral values, as well as his turn to aesthetic criteria of judgement, are precisely why Adorno hails Nietzsche's philosophy as a 'liberating act, a true turning point of Western thought'.8 Adorno's high regard for Nietzsche's critique of enlightenment reason, in particular that of Kant, is again evident in his review of the fourth volume of Newman's biography of Richard Wagner.9 At the same time, however, Adorno remains critical of what he considers most problematic in Nietzsche's idea of freedom - namely the claim to transcend the social heteronomy of fate through a self-affirming agonism. For not unlike the transcendental authority of Kant's categorical imperative, Nietzsche's ontological principle of eternal recurrence demands a self-reflexive, agonistic commitment to 'Grow hard'. Sentiments of sorrow and compassion are refused in the faith that whatever our fate, it is wholly self-willed. In this way, Adorno continues, '[b]oth principles [that of Kant and Nietzsche] aim at independence from external powers, as the unconditioned maturity defined as the essence of enlightenment'. 10 Nevertheless, with this self-affirming moment of existential agonism, Adorno contends, Nietzsche passes over the extent to which we also remain subject to fate as an heteronomous effect of social conventions. For example, the life-denying attitudes of guilt and resentment cannot be dissolved simply through a self-disciplinary regime of life-affirming practices. However arbitrarily engendered these attitudes might at first appear, they remain culturally embedded in our psychological make-up due to social practices which we can never fully resist or transfigure. Hence, contrary to Nietzsche, Adorno maintains that only with the historical collapse of the competitive, antagonistic relations of capitalist production and exchange, through which these nihilist attitudes are socially reinforced, might they one day become obsolete.

Affective and Mental Experience

By way of their transcendental metaphysics of reason, modern idealists consider the will to truth as the a priori property of a self-consciously rational and unified subject. In contrast, Nietzsche argues that the will to truth emerges as an hierarchically self-regulating coordination of a multiplicity of somatic drives. That is to say, coordination is brought about through one of these somatic drives gaining ascendancy over the others as the result of a particular corporeal need. The will to truth, Nietzsche argues, is thus nothing but the discursive articulation of a dominant somatic drive. Hence we are primarily bodies, or more precisely a plurality of drives and passions each working towards its own self-enhancement. These drives determine the manner in which we assimilate the world through a Dionysian or artistic pathos of inner self-distance.11 Assimilation occurs through an unconscious physiological perception, where undifferentiated sensory affects are organized according to a body's particular needs.12 Indeed as Nietzsche indicates in The Will to Power -


[b]efore a judgement occurs, the process of assimilation must already have taken place; thus here, too, there is an intellectual activity that does not enter consciousness, as pain does as a consequence of a wound. Probably an inner event corresponds to each organic function; hence assimilation, rejection, growth, etc.13



A vital element within this affectively driven configuration of the will is the manner in which sensuous experience is transformed into linguistic signs. Nietzsche had already pointed out in his 'Lectures on Rhetoric' that '[The person], who forms language, does not perceive things or events, but impulses. ... Instead of the thing, the sensation takes in only a sign'.14 The rhetorical organization of language thus mimics the physiological coordination of the body's competing drives. Yet, as Nietzsche also notes, 'what is called "rhetorical", as a means of conscious art, had been active as a means of unconscious art in language and its development'.15 This means that the rhetorical quality of language, or what stands as an expression of the will, occurs as an unconscious mimesis of affective experience.

The determining relation of somatic drives to the rhetorical organization of language does not signify for Nietzsche, however, that our assimilation of the external world is wholly determined through these unconscious drives. For the assimilation of the external world, he argues, is due equally to 'our conscious ideological positioning at any given time'.16 In other words the limits and possibilities of the body's coordination of somatic drives is also shaped according to our present persuasion or belief concerning the world. In Nietzsche's words


It cannot be doubted that all sense perceptions are permeated with value judgements (useful and harmful - consequently, pleasant or unpleasant). ... Believing is the primal beginning even in every sense impression: a kind of affirmation of the first intellectual activity! A 'holding-true' in the beginning.17



This 'holding true' implies a value, a value whose determining influence over the somatic drives has seemingly idealist implications. The idealism apparent in this already held or prior belief conflicts with Nietzsche's previous claim that the somatic drives themselves produce particular persuasions or beliefs. Despite this inconsistency, Nietzsche's point is that there is no strictly isomorphic relation between belief and the hierarchical coordination of somatic drives. Both mediate the other in an ongoing process of ever-changing individual experience. Mind and body are thus considered in a functional relation the one to the other; a relationship which Nietzsche interprets as the lived expression of an individual's will to power. Any particular belief that is given articulation may be judged only according to the manner in which it serves to enhance or detract from an individual's capacity for self-mastery and freedom.

Nietzsche's interpretation of the mind/body relation is similar to that offered by Adorno. For like Nietzsche, Adorno is intent on critically undermining the priority accorded the conceptual ratio in the idealist philosophies of Kant and Hegel, and reinstating the somatic drives or affective experience as a determining aspect of mental expression. Adorno states unequivocally -


The supposed basic facts of consciousness are something other than mere facts of consciousness. In the dimension of pleasure and displeasure they are invaded by a physical moment. ... Conscious unhappiness is not a delusion of the mind's vanity but something inherent in the mind, the one authentic dignity it has 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.18



Idealism, on the other hand, consistently disables any claim to the affective determination of consciousness. All affective spontaneity is crippled through a copy-bound mimesis; that is, through idealism's phenomenologically bound empiricism and it's a priori transcendental rationality. Nietzsche's critique of such thinking reverberates in Adorno's claim that


[w]hat clings to the image remains idolatry, mythic enthrallment. The totality of images blends into a wall before reality. The image theory denies the spontaneity of the subject,... If the subject is bound to mulishly mirror the object - necessarily missing the object, which only opens itself to the subjective surplus in thought - the result is the unpeaceful spiritual silence of integral administration.19



Under the empirical limits of phenomenological representation, what might otherwise surface as an affectively mediated spontaneity of thought is here reduced to an immediate duplication of what is - what you see is what you get, as so many salespeople misguidedly put it. In this image-bound mimesis of thought and its inherently social object, the latter appears as though altogether natural. The social relations underlying the seemingly natural appearance of empirically perceived objects means that the latter take on the illusory quality of a second nature. Under these reifying conditions thought loses any capacity for autonomy and spontaneity.

Critical of the negation of affective experience in moral judgement, Nietzsche rejects the passive, imitative character of mimetic assimilation through which that negation occurs. However, in stark contrast to Plato's mimetic taboo with its ensuing exclusion of art from the domain of moral and cognitive truth, Nietzsche's emphatic rejection of mimesis has in view precisely the redemption of artistic experience as a vital expression of moral truth. With this in mind there appear grounds for arguing that Nietzsche defends a transfigurative mimetic relation between somatic drives and mental experience; indeed a mimetic relation similar to that articulated by Adorno. Adorno's notion of mimesis draws its inspiration from the mimicry or impersonation carried out by dancers and actors in early Greek theatre.20 Here the emphasis was not so much on passively re-presenting, or merely imitating a particular figure, but rather on an active re-modeling or transfiguring of that figure. Nietzsche suggests just this transfigurative, aesthetic character of mimesis when he states -

[B]etween two absolutely different spheres, as between subject and object, there is no causality, no correctness, and no expression; there is at most an aesthetic relation: I mean a suggestive transference, a stammering translation into a completely foreign tongue - for which there is required, in any case, a freely inventive intermediate sphere and mediating force.21


Nietzsche goes on to explicate this aesthetic relation in terms of an affectively perceived object's metaphorical transfiguration into language; a transfiguration which preserves, moreover, a differential relation between subject and object by virtue of its denial of any universal truth or conceptual necessity governing this relation. Similar to this pathos of inner-distance between affective experience and language, which Nietzsche outlines here, Adorno is concerned to show how a subject may form aesthetic affinities with particular sensuous objects through that subject's spontaneously expressive, mimetic response to those same objects.

Adorno likens mimetic response to the sort of experimental empiricism that Francis Bacon understood by the phrase 'art of invention'.22 Adorno is concerned not so much with Bacon's inventive transfiguration of God's natural creations into objects of empirical knowledge, however, but with the subject's affectively driven, imaginative re-configuration of an object's significance. Here the affective contents of empirical experience are spontaneously, experimentally organized in a particular medium of expression, be it colour, sound, dance, or discursive utterance. In his early writings Adorno refers to mimetic response as -


[a]n exact imagination ... that remains strictly confined to the material offered it by scholarship and science and goes beyond them only in the smallest features of its arrangement, features which of course it must produce of itself.23



Holding to the empirical limits of an object's appearance in the world, exact imagination brings into play an affectively driven transfiguration of that object. Adorno's concept of exact imagination 'points provocatively and explicitly to the relationship between exactness - reflecting a truth claim - and the imagination as the agency of a subjective and aconceptual experience'.24 Adorno thereby rejects the conceptual ratio's identity of subject and object without leaving them, however, in a state of irreconcilable exclusion. While mimetic response may perhaps be construed as intuition, this is no longer an intuition bound to any a priori conceptual ratio, but rather only to the free play of the imagination where the object itself assumes primacy over subjective intention. Adorno's nonidentical affinity between subjective response and empirical exactness had been developed under the influence of Benjamin's anti-idealist attempt to let the object speak for itself. In what Benjamin and Adorno refer to as the infinite proximity of subject and object, the latter is explored in microscopic, affective detail. Yet the experiential primacy of the object comes to nothing without an imaginative, indeed aesthetic configuration of that same affective detail. The concept of exact imagination, Nicholsen points out -


spans ... the dimension of form and the dimension of experience. It shows us that the primacy of the object is inseparable from reliance on genuine subjective experience, and that configuration is an activity of the subject as well as a feature of form.25



In effect neither subject nor object have priority over the other. Similarly to Nietzsche, Adorno's understanding of the relation between affective and mental experience does not result in a reduction of the world to any fixed schema of a priori conceptual classification; nor does it reduce the world to a multiplicity of competing somatic drives. Nevertheless Adorno makes explicit what in Nietzsche remains only an intimation of the negative dialectic of affective and mental experience. Without this negative dialectical reading, Nietzsche's position remains at best ambiguous, and at worst downright contradictory in the singular priority accorded both affective experience and belief.

Perspectival Knowledge and Genealogical Critique

If the transfiguring act of mimetic response is to be more than just subjective assertion, Adorno argues, it will need the further mediating force of critical self-reflection. Critical self-reflection no longer occurs, however, under the governance of any transcendental schematics or self-reflexive moral law, but by way of a constellation of rhetorically organized conceptual perspectives. In other words conceptual objectivity and ethical truth do not emerge through the rationalizing procedure of a supreme cover concept, but rather through a rhetorically organized or paratactical constellation of conceptual perspectives. 26 This means that the rhetorical, aesthetic play of language now forms the limits of conceptual objectivity and a critical, self-reflective ethics.


Language offers no mere system of signs for cognitive functions. Where it appears essentially as a language, where it becomes a form of representation, it will not define its concepts. It lends objectivity to them by the relation into which it puts the concepts, centered about a thing.27



Language is thus no longer considered a means for transfixing conceptual meaning in prescriptive definitional outcomes, but that through which conceptual logic respects the non-identity of its object of inquiry. Concepts thereby attain the potential to express the mediating linguistic and social context of their object, or what is its historical specificity; a conceptually nonidentical specificity, which remains blocked by the all too presumptuous act of 'rational' identification.


By themselves, constellations represent from without what the concept has cut away within: the 'more' which the concept is equally desirous and incapable of being. By gathering around the object of cognition, the concepts potentially determine the object's interior. They attain in thinking what was necessarily excised from thinking.28



This means that a rhetorically organized constellation of thoughts has the capacity to reveal the nonidentical specificity of an object, or what had been 'excised from thinking', through the paratactical intersection of those multiple historical and social perspectives which remain sedimented within or lie beneath an object's immediate appearance. Accordingly, Adorno goes on to point out


Cognition of the object in its constellation is cognition of the process stored in the object. As a constellation, theoretical thought circles the concept it would like to unseal, hoping that it may fly open like the lock of a well-guarded safe-deposit box: in response not to a single key or a single number, but to a combination of numbers.29



Within what remains an experimental risk in the production of meaning, the mediating influence of mimetic response appears in this constellation of conceptual perspectives as the rhetorical emphasis guiding its paratactical organization. Nonetheless that response and its rhetorical implications are in turn tempered by the linguistic and social logic historically sedimented in those concepts. Contrary to the universalizing, reductive logic of the conceptual ratio, this rhetorical organization of concepts thus involves the mutual mediation of critically reflective thought and affective experience. This mediation is made possible through language, since language is not only the affective medium of mimetic response but also the discursive medium through which conceptual meaning is produced.

Despite certain differences concerning the import of rhetoric and style, Adorno's understanding of the rhetorical, paratactical constellation of conceptual objectivity has much in common with what Nietzsche understands by perspectival knowledge. Nietzsche argued that on the basis of the plurality of the body's drives, we develop a multiplicity of conceptual perspectives, any one or combination of which might constitute grounds for a particular belief. As indicated earlier, however, such belief and its conceptual articulation does not remain permanently fixed, since thought is being continually re-shaped by the body's affective drives; or, as Adorno translates it, by our changing affinities with particular objects. The nonidentical yet mutually mediating relations between belief and affective experience indicate that all knowledge is interpretive and hence perspectival. Both Nietzsche and Adorno thus consider the idealist claim to some trans-historical or absolute truth to be altogether untenable. Both furthermore reject the dualism of subject and object as a fixed or static antithesis where each remains an unmediated thing-in-itself. Nietzsche has just this in mind when he states -


There is no question of 'subject and object', but of a particular species of animal that can prosper only through a certain relative rightness; above all, regularity of its perceptions

(so that it can accumulate experience).30



This 'regularity of perception', Nietzsche further argues, is brought about not by any a priori categories but rather through a cumulative increase in affectively mediated conceptual perspectives. The more perspectives brought to bear on a particular object, the more objective or regular the knowledge of that object will be.31 Knowledge is thus no longer dependent on some intrinsic truth-value to which an object necessarily adheres, but rather on a constellation of affectively driven conceptual perspectives. Similarly to Adorno, Nietzsche's notion of conceptual objectivity is further qualified through the perspectival articulation of the history sedimented in those concepts. Uncovering these historically laden conceptual perspectives, or what amount to various social practices and linguistic values already sedimented in a particular concept, is vital, Nietzsche contends, if the contemporary truth content of a particular object is to be revealed.

There are a number of interweaving perspectives at work, for example, in Nietzsche's text On the Genealogy of Morals. One is the historical ontology of master and slave, another the philologically explicated distinction between good and evil, or again the moral values inherent in Christian morality and cultural nihilism. A further perspective is that of style and life-affirmation. These perspectives come together as genealogical critique precisely because they trace the emergence and the historically changing social functions of moral values. In undertaking this critical history of morality, or what he refers to as a genealogy of moral values, Nietzsche stresses the historical difference between the emergence of certain moral values and their changing function within European cultural life.


[T]he cause of the origin of a thing and its eventual utility, its actual employment and place in a system of purposes, lie worlds apart; whatever exists, having somehow come into being, is again and again reinterpreted to new ends, taken over, transformed, and redirected by some power superior to it; all events in the organic world are a subduing, a becoming master, and all subduing and becoming master involves a fresh interpretation, an adaptation through which any previous 'meaning' and 'purpose' are necessarily obscured or even obliterated.32



Hence the function or purpose of moral values may be revealed only in light of the socio-historic practices or power relations within which they emerge. Access to these socio-historic practices, as Adorno also argues, is only possible through the cultural artefacts of a particular period. These objects form the archaeological signs or perspectives through which a particular culture's social practices and values may be read. While these cultural objects provide at best an oblique, if not fragmented revelation of the social practices creating them, they are nevertheless indicative of those practices and the moral values inherent to them. Nietzsche's preferred artefact for uncovering the changing function of moral values is language. Through his philological studies of ancient Greek, Latin, and German, Nietzsche uncovers certain psychological conditions and moral values, which in turn reveal particular relations of social power and which he goes on to elucidate as an historical ontology of master/slave relations.

The distinction between master and slave moralities, which Nietzsche first introduced in Beyond Good and Evil, is given philological backing in his sequel On the Genealogy of Morals. In all three of the above-mentioned languages, terms synonymous with goodness and truth, such as virtue, purity, strength, and pride, were used with specific reference to an aristocratic or ruling class. Terms of moral disapprobation, however, such as coward, vulgar, deceit, and mean, were aligned with a lower social class of slaves - what Nietzsche himself disparagingly refers to as the 'herd'. Nietzsche further discloses the distinction between master and slave moralities by way of terms associated with decisive action in contrast to those of passivity and reaction. From this he argues that slave morality develops as a negative reaction to the values of the ruling class, where feelings of resentment and revenge remain sublimated in the interests of self-preservation. During the fall of the Roman Empire, however, the slave morality of the Jews and early Christians displaced the noble values of the Roman aristocratic class as the dominant system of values. The forced asceticism of the slave class is thus revalued in a positive, creative fashion through a belief in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. With the growing institutionalization of this belief through the establishment of the Christian church, the positive, revolutionary effects of this asceticism again disappear. What had once given strength to the early Christians is negated by their later fetish for moral accountability. Asceticism is thus infected with the disease of personal guilt. The persistence of this relation, Nietzsche argues, can be seen in the German term 'Schuld', which carries with it both a sense of commercial debt as well as guilt. Love, pity and compassion, like the ascetic ideal, are also distorted, Nietzsche argues, through fear of offending the right thinking on these matters dogmatically espoused by the Christian church. Whereas the ascetic life had once given creative meaning to the seeming purposelessness of suffering, in the context of institutionalized Christianity and its ascetic priests


it placed all suffering under the perspective of guilt. But all this notwithstanding - man was saved thereby, he possessed a meaning,... he could now will something; ... the will itself was saved.... man would rather will nothingness than not will.33



In view of its guilt-ridden fear of persecution, however, the Christian will wills nothing but heavenly salvation. With its attention directed towards a life after death, the Christian will negates any self-enhancing will to power in this earthly life. Yet the nihilism of Christian morality, with its life-denying insistence on heavenly truth, holds the seeds of its own undoing. For, as Nietzsche puts it


After Christian truthfulness has drawn one inference after another, it must end by drawing its most striking inference, its inference against itself; this will happen, however, when it poses the question 'what is the meaning of all will to truth?'34



With this self-conscious appraisal of what conditions its will to truth, namely the will to power over others, the Christian church, Nietzsche contends, will recognize its own untruth and react in desperate disarray. Through this historical critique of Christian morality Nietzsche develops a counter perspective which, he maintains, will lead to the transvaluation of all values. More particularly, Nietzsche argues, the will to power over others will be transvalued as a will to power over oneself.

Nietzsche's first major delineation of this position may be found in his essay 'On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life'.35 Here Nietzsche questions the then contemporary preoccupation with what he calls the monumental and antiquarian approaches to historical knowledge. Monumental history serves to immortalize the past while the antiquarian approach adds to that the attempt to recover lost origins. Nietzsche's principal objection is that since both these forms of historical knowledge are preoccupied entirely with the past, they devalue the present historical context and so demonstrate a disregard for life as it is lived now. Instead of preserving the past in an impotent gesture of pious glorification, Nietzsche now proposes what he calls the undertaking of critical history. For critical history, or what is later articulated as genealogical critique, looks to the injustices of the past which persist in the present, and seeks to dissolve this historical inheritance through the development of new habits or ways of living in the world. Only a knowledge that enhances our will to power in this way is worthy of the epithet 'true knowledge'.

In proposing the ethical value of a self-mastering will to power, which critically reflects on the history of truth, power, guilt, resentment, etc., Nietzsche brings these moral perspectives together into an aesthetic whole; a unity which finds expression in what he later refers to as the 'grand style'.36 Not only does this 'grand style' form the aesthetically organizing principle of Nietzsche's constellation of moral perspectives, but its right of passage lies in its capacity to be immediately life enhancing; that is, in so far as it nourishes an individual's ethical will to self-mastery. A style that does not become 'grand' or beautiful, and thereby affirm its truth as a pragmatic path to self-evaluative transformation, remains afflicted with the signs of suffering and decadence. In Nietzsche's words, 'Knowledge', if it is to be true and effective, 'works as a tool of power'.37 Adorno similarly considers the organizing principle of conceptual perspectives to be that of rhetorical emphasis, albeit in the name of a social critique that is only indirectly life enhancing and which does not give rise to any notions of 'grand style' or ethical will to self-mastery. Indeed Adorno's rhetoric would be more accurately understood as aiming for a sense of the sublime rather than beauty. Despite this significant difference, to which I shall return in the final chapter, both philosophers nevertheless argue that the rhetorical play or style of language not only preserves the subject's mimetic response to affective experience but also gives aesthetic form to the constellation of perspectives which discursively articulate that response.

Will to Power and Eternal Recurrence

The negative dialectical reading of Nietzsche's philosophy, which I have pursued in the preceding sections, cannot be carried further with any plausibility. The main reason for this being that Nietzsche's overcoming of modernity's moral nihilism through the exercise of an autonomous will to power and a faith in the principle of eternal recurrence reverts to an Hegelian-like positivity, albeit now in the form of an anthropological monism.38 What signals the overcoming of modern nihilism is Nietzsche's overman, the Ubermensch, who self-reflexively transvalues the life-denying powers of the religious priest as now life-affirming, and who thereby creates himself as a new cultural icon - the master of autonomy. Nietzsche elucidates the path of autonomy through his fictional character Zarathustra. In Thus Spoke Zarathustra the belief in morality and rational truth are parodied as a thoroughgoing immorality and irrational absurdity. The transvaluation of both these cultural conditions results in an aesthetic evaluation of truth, which at once transposes the question of morality into one of ethical self-management. Life is thus imaginatively transfigured as a self-creative work of art where the more romantic Dionysian impulse supersedes the otherwise classical circumspection of Apollo.39

This transfiguration of life as art, Nietzsche argues, involves a certain measure of forgetfulness in order to escape the paralysing vicissitudes of historical experience, and so transcend the traditional moral values of good and evil in the interests of a personally orchestrated rank order of values. Here the mediating force of socio-historic practices and genealogical critique are discarded in a supra-perspectival faith where Zarathustra, that exemplary artist of life, withdraws into the solitary incommunicable truth of his own inner, aesthetic self.40 Instead of descending from his cave as the self-empowered ascetic priest to teach the 'herd' the art of rising to this highest 'order of rank', Zarathustra climbs upward to become an exemplar of the art of self-transfiguration. Having mocked an earlier descent to the people, where, like Socrates, he could not rid himself of the disjunction between an affirmative discourse on life and the life-denying nihilism of life amongst the herd, Zarathustra opts finally for an ideal condition of solitude. Yet the existential impossibility of this self-willed isolation also becomes the target of self-directed ridicule.


Has a man ever caught fish on high mountains? And even though what I want and do up here be folly, it is still better than if I became solemn down there from waiting, and green and yellow - a swaggering wrathsnorter from waiting, a holy, howling storm out of the mountains, an impatient one who shouts down into the valleys, 'Listen or I shall whip you with the scourge of God!'.41



Zarathustra knows his own pretentious posturing as high ascetic priest to be nothing more than 'pissing against the idealist wind', as Peter Sloterdijk comments in his Critique of Cynical Reason.42

The impossibility of Zarathustra's position is just that which Nietzsche refers to as the stance of radical nihilism. The significance of radical nihilism, of the will to truth and self-transfiguration as Ubermensch, is tragedy.


Radical nihilism is the conviction of an absolute untenability of existence when it comes to the highest values one recognizes;... This realization is a consequence of the cultivation of 'truthfulness' - thus itself a consequence of the faith in morality.43



Zarathustra's self-directed parody demonstrates a consciousness of extreme individuation as the harbinger of tragic suffering; an individuation, however, which, as evidenced in early Greek tragic drama, also held out the possibility of transcending that suffering through the joyful dissolution of individuality within a communal, Dionysian affirmation of life's boundless possibilities. While in his early text The Birth of Tragedy, this Dionysian celebration is restrained by an Apollinian sense of order and balance, in his later works the cosmological chaos of the Dionysian is set free from its dialectical mediation by these Apollinian principles.44 Here the will to power of the Übermensch is at one with the Dionysian cosmos, where all forms of life are a positive expression of this will to power. A sense of Dionysian community is just that which enables Zarathustra to withstand the terrifying implications of his radical nihilism. A sense of this community, which belies any linguistic or conceptual presentation, Nietzsche argues, is achieved only through a faith in the doctrine of eternal recurrence. The extent of our ability to adopt the faith of eternal recurrence, Nietzsche continues, is a measure of our will to become Übermensch.

Having faith in the principle of eternal recurrence is having faith in the will's unflagging capacity for self-affirmation despite the tragic implications of radical nihilism. Heidegger argues that Nietzsche's faith in eternal recurrence is an attempt to give permanence and stability to what is otherwise the eternal chaos of fate and Heraclitean becoming. Heidegger defends this interpretation by citing Nietzsche's statement that '[t]o impress the character of Being on Becoming - that is the highest will to power'.45 Heidegger further argues that Nietzsche's notion of Being, as the highest will to power, thereby remains ensnared in just that instrumental metaphysics which it claims to overcome. Deleuze later argues that Heidegger's response to Nietzsche's doctrine of eternal recurrence fails to take account of the irony inherent in Nietzsche's proclamation. For this doctrine, in its resemblance to Kant's categorical imperative, is just that which Nietzsche sets out to parody. From this perspective, eternal recurrence in no way indicates that permanent metaphysical law of Being which Heidegger reads into it. What recurs, what is repeated, Deleuze maintains, is only the perpetual sameness of an otherwise indeterminate becoming. Indeed what recurs is not the same identical Being of becoming, but an ontological 'Chaosmos' of univocal, pure dissimilarity. What appears 'the same' in Nietzsche's doctrine of eternal recurrence is, according to Deleuze, an 'inevitable illusion'.


The same and the similar are fictions engendered by the eternal return. This time, there is no longer error but illusion: inevitable illusion which is the source of error, but may nevertheless be distinguished from it.46



In the name of an embodied plane of interweaving pluralities and becoming, Deleuze claims to dissolve the recurring semblance of self-identity in Nietzsche's doctrine of eternal recurrence. Deleuze nevertheless struggles against this semblance or illusion in his ontologically sanctified affirmation of perpetual difference. For despite his interpretation of eternal recurrence as unmediated difference, the simulacra of difference and repetition nevertheless simulate identity or what is the negation of difference as an unavoidable aspect of its functioning.47

Adorno, for his part, interprets Nietzsche's faith in eternal recurrence as an 'image of eternity modeled on endless repetition';48 a repetition, which, while always different in its specific social manifestations, is nevertheless disturbing in its perpetual affirmation of joy in the face of suffering. What underwrites these tragic, ontological implications in Nietzsche's account of the relation between fate and the Übermensch's will to power is that the latter, as a fully self-reflexive, self-creative work of art, transfigures the determining heteronomy of social relations into a condition that has been altogether self-willed. Yet an individual carrying through a programme of ethical self-management is all the more fatefully subject to those relations of social power, Adorno argues, the less these determining relations are acknowledged. Accepting responsibility for one's own fate obscures the oppressive and repressive power of those social relations. Nietzsche's faith in the principle of eternal recurrence thus reveals an unspoken complicity with the already existing status quo and with whatever forms of social coercion may come to pass. His positive valorization of fate, as a self-incurred effect of the will to power over oneself, thus reveals itself as a secular version of that life-denying compliance with the social order fostered by Christianity, and of which Nietzsche is otherwise so critical.


We might well ask whether we have more reason to love what happens to us, to affirm what is because it is, than to believe true what we hope. Is it not the same false inference that leads from the existence of stubborn facts to their erection as the highest value, as [Nietzsche] criticizes in the leap from hope to truth? If he consigns 'happiness through an idee fixe' to the lunatic asylum, the origin of amor fati might be sought in a prison. Love of stone walls and barred windows is the last resort of someone who sees and has nothing else to love. Both are cases of the same ignominious adaptation which, in order to endure the world's horror, attributes reality to wishes and meaning to senseless compulsion.49



In this way the principle of eternal recurrence, Nietzsche's amorfati, is nothing less than 'the absolute sanctioning of an infinity of ... sacrifice'.50 For this reason the actualization of freedom, Adorno maintains, cannot simply depend on the adherence to a personally orchestrated rank order of values.


Heteronomously posited like Nietzsche's 'New Tables', they would be the opposite of freedom. But freedom need not remain what it was, and what it arose from. Ripening, rather, in the internalization of social coercion into conscience with the resistance to social authority which critically measures that authority by its own principles, is a potential that would rid [humanity] of coercion. In the critique of conscience, the rescue of this potential is envisioned - not in the psychological realm, however, but in the objectivity of a reconciled life of the free.51



Adorno here signals the principal difference between his own and Nietzsche's modes of social critique.

Adorno thus takes issue with the critical suppositions at work in Nietzsche's art of parody. For Nietzsche's parody of master/slave relations in modern culture does nothing more than mimic that same moral positivism of which it claims to be critical. Nietzsche's self-reflexive parody thus resembles Hegel's transfiguration of negation into affirmation where there is no longer any objective resistance to selfaffirmation. Fate becomes a self-willed stage prop, a dramatic occasion for re-affirming the self's will to power. What is parodied simply re-appears as the will to power of yet another ascetic priest; one dependent on nothing but the illusory absoluteness of its own self-mastery. Having otherwise deployed genealogical critique against the nihilist attitudes prevalent in modern culture, Nietzsche compromises that critique through a self-affirming faith in eternal recurrence.


Ideology lies in wait for the mind which delights in itself like Nietzsche's Zarathustra, for the mind which all but irresistibly becomes an absolute to itself. Theory prevents this. It corrects the naive self-confidence of the mind without obliging it to sacrifice its spontaneity at which theory aims in its turn. For the difference between the so-called subjective part of mental experience and its object will not vanish by any means, as witness the necessary and painful exertions of the knowing subject.... Theory and mental experience need to interact. ... Both attitudes of consciousness are linked by criticizing one another, not by compromising.52



Theory's capacity to critically expose the social condition of unfreedom and its ideological supports is undermined in the positivity of self-affirmation. This means that the mediation of an affectively driven mimetic response by a discriminating conceptual ratio needs to be maintained, Adorno argues, despite that ratio's universalizing, essentialist implications. Certainly what the concept intimates in the act of naming remains an ephemeral, if not illusory truth; yet this truth, when neglected, would signal the disappearance of the hope for freedom and social solidarity.

Agonistic Politics and Art

Nietzsche argues that while the social institution of democratic justice in the modern, liberal nation-state assures its constituents of their equality before the law, such democratic levelling also severely weakens their capacity to develop a self-affirming, self-distinguishing will to freedom.


Liberal institutions cease to be liberal as soon as they are attained: later on, there are no worse and no more thorough injurers of freedom than liberal institutions. Their effects are known well enough: they undermine the will to power; they level mountain and valley, and call that morality; they make men small, cowardly, and hedonistic - every time it is the herd animal that triumphs with them. Liberalism: in other words, herd-animalization.53



Nietzsche further develops an emphatic political invective directed against the liberal, democratic notion of freedom when insisting that freedom concerns rather a singular responsibility for oneself. Despite the apparent paradox in Nietzche's accusation, since liberalism prides itself on self-responsibility, it is clear from what he argues above that the effects of liberalism within a democratic context are far from developing any strong sense of self-responsibility. Nietzsche's criticism at once presents by way of contrast just what he understands by self-responsibility and freedom.


For what is freedom? That one has the will to assume responsibility for oneself. That one maintains the distance which separates us. ... The human being who has become free ... spits on the contemptible type of well-being dreamed of by shop keepers, Christians, cows, females, Englishmen and other democrats. The free man is a warrior.54



Nietzsche goes on to argue that the will to power exercised by this free warrior does not constitute a will to power over others. For this will to power over others is just that which he attributes to the Christian church, to the modern state apparatus, and to oppositional politics generally. Rather Nietzsche's will to power, or what is equally a will to freedom, instantiates an agonistic politics where victory is won through a self-disciplinary transgression of guilt and resentment, of docility, comfort and the will to live like others. Freedom for Nietzsche concerns living beyond what he considers the moral nihilism or self-defeating values that pervade modern culture. This is the moment of the Übermensch who pushes against contemporary moral limits with an exemplary ethics of freedom. The political attitude which best describes this agonistic practice of self-transgressive freedom, Nietzsche argues, is aristocratic.

The political dimension of Nietzsche's simulacrum of will to power and eternal recurrence, a relation which constitutes the existential, ontological freedom of the Übermensch, would thus appear altogether anti-democratic and anti-liberal. Yet a liberal politics remains clearly evident in what Nietzsche articulates as the probity or integrity of the Übermensch, and to which a number of commentators have drawn attention.55 Further to this there is a sense in which the well-being of the individual 'warrior' at once contributes to the well-being of the community and state. As well as arguing that Nietzsche displays a close affinity with notions of liberal justice and community well-being, David Owen indicates that there is an ethos of strong, free market competition inherent in Nietzsche's agonism. Moreover, Nietzsche's understanding of the individual's role in the community, as presented in what follows, and not dissimilarly to Hegel, is just that espoused by modern state administrations.


Nietzsche argues that Hellenic education was based on the idea that our capacities only develop through struggle, whereby the goal of this agonistic education is the well-being of the polis: 'For example, every Athenian was to develop himself through competition, to the degree that this self was of most use to Athens and would cause least damage'.... Thus, on Nietzsche's account, the public culture of Greek society cultivated human powers through an institutionalized ethos of contestation in which citizens strove to surpass each other and, ultimately, to set new standards of nobility.56



As it is presented here, Nietzsche's understanding of community well-being evidently depends on the strength of individuals to push themselves beyond their previous capacities. Through struggle individuals learn to better themselves and so too the community at large. Hence it is well argued that Nietzsche's agonistic politics effectively supports contemporary liberal conceptions of competitive excellence and autonomy. However, on this basis it may be further argued that Nietzsche's agonism translates as just that self-affirming, competitive ideology through which the capitalist mode of economic exchange continues to preserve itself. Contemporary examples of this agonism are most evident in the socio-cultural spheres of business and sport. This sets up the aporia of a nihilism, which is and is not yet overcome.

Rejecting any Utopian interpretation of Nietzsche's Übermensch, Magnus, Nehamas, and Higgins all argue that a faith in eternal recurrence indicates a pragmatic attitude through which contemporary nihilism may indeed be overcome here and now.57 As Magnus puts it, the attitude of integrity is 'the expression of nihilism already overcome'.58 Having faith in eternal recurrence involves an intense concentration on the present, similar to that experienced, Higgins argues, when engaged in musical performance.59 While events or situations may repeat themselves in some measure, and are thus not altogether forgotten, what is most critical, from this pragmatic perspective, is an attitude of integrity or probity within the ever-changing fate of our being. When we assume such an attitude, with a joyous faith in life, even in the face of terrible suffering, this is precisely what Nietzsche considers to be the overcoming or transvaluation of nihilism. The psychological difficulty with this position, however, is that the responsibility for incessantly creating ourselves through every moment brings with it an unbearable burden, and yet to deny this responsibility would be to deny the self-preserving necessity of this life-affirming attitude.60 That burden of responsibility is no less our necessary submission to the ontological dictates of an indiscriminate, yet self-willed fate and its tragic injustices. This submission, which is at once a self-affirmation, is clearly evident in Deleuze's Nietzschean 'celebration of ontological injustice'; for in the affirmation of an absolutely differential becoming there nevertheless remains an indelible passivity, a surrender to the tragic implications of a self-incurred fate.61 What thus remains equivocal under these ontological conditions is an axiological identity of positive self-affirmation and self-denial; an equivocation which sits squarely at the heart of Nietzsche's faith in eternal recurrence.

When divorced from the liberal, democratic principles of justice and equality, when hierarchical and aristocratic, the agonistic politics of autonomy tendentially transfigures the will to power over oneself into a will to power over others, albeit in the name of the nation-state's own political and economic self-enhancement.62 Obvious political examples of this in modern history are Napoleon and Hitler. Even when the agonistic politics of 'aristocratic' autonomy are considered in terms of an author's reading public, where Goethe takes exemplary status, a responsibility to others as moral agents tendentially reverts to a responsibility for them as moral patients.63 This means that the relation of these political and cultural figureheads to their audience remains tied to the aporetic duality of 'creator and creature', a dilemma whose pathos -


enforces solitude, mask, and irony. ... Eternal return [thus] raises to a historico-metaphysical fate the very duality between creator and creature, activity and passivity, self and world that it was designed to overcome. Nietzsche's radicalization of Kantian autonomy terminates in the worldless, death-in-life solitude of the philosopher-legislator. That solitude reveals autonomy as an empty social ideal since it is solitude with its remorseless self-overcomings that is the truth of eternal return rather than any content that the philosopher-hermit might create and legislate.64



In becoming exemplars of autonomy, of agonistic self-overcoming, the high priests of radical nihilism will upon themselves the unbearable fate of solitude. These political and cultural artists of creation remain bound by an exemplary freedom which condemns them to an inner life of solitude, and which they know at once to be a self-incurred failure in self overcoming. Nietzsche's agonistic politics thereby reveals what Pecora describes as 'the exemplary figure of damaged individual life thrown back upon its own isolation and political failure'.65

The life of Nietzsche's fictional character Zarathustra represents just that image of tragic isolation to which Adorno himself alludes in the sub-title of Minima Moralia - 'Reflections from Damaged Life'.66 Adorno, however, does not attempt to revalue his own damaged life through its aesthetic transfiguration as an exemplary work of art. There are two reasons for this. Firstly he considers Nietzsche's somatically driven aesthetics to be a form of 'biological idealism'.67 For the existential leap beyond genealogical critique transfigures the latter as nothing more than the metaphorical transcription of a somatic drive to self-mastery. This cuts short any further reflection on the manner in which historically sedimented social practices continue to limit the possibility of this supposed somatic autonomy. Aesthetic agonism thus reveals itself as an unreflective leap back into those same social conventions which it attempts to evade.


Nietzsche's defence of conventions ... rings false because he misinterpreted conventions literally as agreements arbitrarily established and existing at the mercy of volition. Because he overlooked the sedimented social compulsion in conventions and attributed them to pure play, he was equally able to trivialize or defend them with the gesture of 'Precisely!' This is what brought his genius, which was superior in its differentiation to that of all his contemporaries, under the influence of aesthetic reaction; ultimately he was no longer able to distinguish levels of form. The postulate of the particular has the negative aspect of serving the reduction of aesthetic distance and thereby joining forces with the status quo.68



A second reason for Adorno not pursuing what he also elsewhere refers to as Nietzsche's 'metaphysics of the artist'69 is Nietzsche's fixation on the conventional art of the beautiful.70 For Nietzsche emphatically indicates that a life-affirming will to power is necessarily beautiful.71 Adorno argues, however, that Nietzsche's identity of art and life as a self-styled aesthetics of agonistic beauty undermines the value of autonomous art objects as sites of mimetic shudder and nondiscursive Utopian critique. Utopian critique cannot be reproduced in life as a self-reflexive autonomy without falling back into a hopeless condition of sheer self-affirmation, of a desperate self-overcoming, a pathogenic paranoia, whose resulting madness it is otherwise meant to overcome. Turned back upon itself through its own agonistic reflexivity, here 'the ritual of the domination of nature', as Adorno puts it, 'lives on in play'.72 With Nietzsche's attempt to transfigure life as a work of art, the social and historical content of autonomous art is deprived of its Utopian truth content - as that which points beyond the debilitating conditions of contemporary nihilism without repeating this condition in a life-style parody of it. Hence, interpreting art as 'the real task of life, ... as life's metaphysical activity',73 Nietzsche fails to distinguish between the Utopian moment of social freedom in autonomous art objects and the ideological lie of an agonistic freedom whose conventional aesthetic of beauty reinforces the reifying effects of capitalist consumer culture. For just this reason Pecora describes Nietzsche's prophetic cure for nihilism as nothing more than 'a talismanic antidote'.74
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C2.
 Death and Ontological Difference: Heidegger

Introduction

Heidegger purports to open the way to thinking the essence of human existence in a manner which, since the pre-Socratics, had been consigned to oblivion. Whether clothed in the conceptual garb of pure reason or a determinate moral will, Western philosophy, from Plato to Nietzsche, has persistently veiled the truth of Being by presenting Being as a metaphysical totality or universal substance of beings in the world. This metaphysical conception of Being was that to which particular beings were said to owe their existence, and within which they all co-existed. Being had thus been thought both as the ontological ground of all worldly beings and equally as a divine creator, the determining theological essence of such beings. Western philosophy thereby constituted itself as an onto-theological unity in which the relation of Being and beings is postulated as an inclusive identity achieved through the supra-sensuous or metaphysical will of Being. Yet this 'belonging together of man and Being' had been always dependent on their conceptually postulated difference. Heidegger, however, objects to this conceptual fabrication of the differential belonging together foisted on Being and beings, since both, he maintains, are already distinctly present before conceptual thought assigns that difference to them.


Whenever we come to the place to which we were supposedly first bringing difference along as an alleged contribution, we always find that Being and beings in their difference are already there. It is as in Grimm's fairytale The Hedgehog and the Hare: 'I'm here already'.... Being and beings are always found to be already there by virtue of and within the difference.1



Hence what remains altogether unthought in the onto-theologic unity of Western metaphysics is its own originating source, or what Heidegger articulates as the still forgotten, and so concealed, ontological difference between Being and being-in-the-world. This ontological difference is the truth of Being, whose non-conceptual revelation now opens the way, in Heidegger's view, to thinking Being qua Being; that is to say, to thinking the ontological truth of Being in a manner reminiscent of pre-Socratic philosophy, particularly that of Parmenides.

What this means for the question of freedom is that freedom is no longer a condition created by the self-directing will of human beings. Rather, freedom is an essential letting-be of Being in its truth, such that human beings become free only through Being revealing the pre-conceptual, ontological difference between itself and being-in-the-world (Dasein) to singular human entities. Freedom is the poetic revelation of this truth, of the ontological primacy of essential and existential difference over any conceptually fabricated understanding of that relation.


Being free in this way points to the hitherto uncomprehended nature of freedom. The overt character of behaviour in the sense that it makes rightness a possibility, is grounded in freedom. The essence of truth is freedom.2



However, this revelation of the truth of Being, as Heidegger indicates in his 'Letter on Humanism',3 had not found adequate expression in his earlier Being and Time.4 Heidegger's predominant preoccupation in this text with the experience of being-in-the-world had clouded or obscured the attempt to think Being qua Being. In attempting to reverse this emphasis, Adorno argues, Heidegger makes an even stronger claim to the primacy of Being over human existence;5 a claim, which, as Heidegger acknowledges, he could not then make good, but which had always been his intention. Heidegger does not consider this reversal, however, as in any sense a rejection or critique of Being and Time. What this 'turning' signifies is simply a shift in perspective away from the experience of Dasein to the ontological nature of Being itself. Heidegger's 'turning' first becomes evident in his 'On the Essence of Truth' where 'the nature of freedom... now shows itself as an "exposition" into the revealed nature of what-is';6 namely, the ontological independence of Being from being-in-the-world. Accordingly, when it comes to the question of freedom, Heidegger adamantly rejects the idea that freedom is in any way dependent on Dasein.


Resistance to the proposition that the essence of truth is freedom is rooted in prejudices, the most obstinate of which contends that freedom is a property of man and that the nature of freedom neither needs nor allows of further questioning. As for man, we all know what he is.7



In short 'man' for Heidegger is nothing but a capricious vessel of untruths, a 'wavering reed' whose weakness is all too evident in the metaphysical and technological delusions of self-appropriation. The potential for freedom lies wholly within the parameters of Being's temporal horizon. Dasein may glimpse this so-called historicity of Being through the intuitive act of categorial vision, or what Adorno critically interprets as Heidegger's unmediated, and thereby abstract claim to essence perception. This difference in their thinking has wide reaching social and political implications and is addressed more particularly in the later section 'Being and Ontology'.

Adorno's thinking nevertheless reveals certain affinities with that of Heidegger; affinities, it has been suggested, which help explain the severity of Adorno's critique.8 Both Adorno and Heidegger demonstrate a deep concern with how the scientific enlightenment and metaphysics have contributed to the impoverishment of modern life. Both are critical of the reifying pragmatics of economic self-preservation. Heidegger, however, does not critically address the contradictions evident in these practices, but rather thinks outside them in archaic, philological deposits of ontological meaning. What is crucial in overcoming these socially malignant practices, Adorno argues, is not so much displacing metaphysics with some more primary ontology, nor substituting the conceptual mediation of socio-historic life with the categorial positivity of Being's abstract historicity. For in persuading thought of its independence from these inauthentic practices, Heidegger's ontology deceptively muffles not only its imitative dependence on them but further reinforces the very despair from which the vision of ontological difference is said to save us.

Metaphysics and Technology

Heidegger traces the emergence of metaphysics from the growing divergence between poetic and conceptual modes of thinking; a divergence first apparent, he argues, in the historical shift from pre-Socratic philosophy to that of Plato and Aristotle. Contrary to the poetic revelation of logos, a term which for the pre-Socratics named the presence of Being, conceptual thinking attains its first decisive formulation in Plato's notion of Being as idea. Plato's idea, while retaining the pre-Socratic sense of poiesis - a revealing of what is otherwise hidden, or a bringing to light the essential presence of what is present - nevertheless diminishes the poetic nature of this revelation in favour of a conceptually correct recognition and evaluation of beings in the world. Rejecting Plato's external relation of the idea to being-in-the-world, Aristotle later conceives the presence of Being in terms of energeia; as a moving force, which simultaneously produces both the idea and what exists in the world. In postulating this higher third as the determining essence of idea and being, Aristotle effectively strengthens Plato's notion of truth as propositional correctness, as an adequate correspondence or likeness between the idea and that which it names, namely being. What this historical shift away from the poetic revelation of truth occasions, and which dominates the subsequent history of metaphysics, is a revaluation of thinking in terms of a purely conceptual ratio. Here the conceptual metaphysics of Being serves to produce or make possible all existent beings as true and real.

Christian theology later translates Aristotle's concept of universal Being as the omnipotent will of God. While Descartes still considered this God as the prime causal force directing the world, he nevertheless draws out the sceptical certainty of individual self-consciousness from within this conceptual metaphysics of Being. Unable to doubt its own self-doubt, thought reveals itself as a will to truth in its own self-conscious acts of object representation. Leibniz further underwrites this point when arguing that the self-conscious act of object representation (perceptio) cannot make present to itself at any one time all the objects present in the world, and so generates a desire (appetitio) for new and other object perceptions. Here the monadic unity of 'perceptio' and 'appetitio' is revealed as a self-driving will to universal, objective truth, and so constitutes the ontological foundation for what Heidegger considers the final historical development in the conceptual metaphysics of universal Being. Having been transfigured as a unified self-conscious will to truth, which takes on various metaphysical forms in the modern philosophies of Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche, Being is nonetheless conceived as a universal substance inherent in all being. This metaphysical will, viewed as the essence of all individual willing, thereby contains a positive, albeit false response, Heidegger argues, to Leibniz' famous question as to why there is something and not rather nothing. In contrast, the ground of our being-in-the-world or what constitutes Being for Heidegger is the existential void of death. For the manner in which we confront this moment of future 'nothingness' answers the more pertinent question, according to Heidegger, as to how we exist in the world. Before further discussing these issues, however, I return the reader to Heidegger's critique of metaphysics and technology.

Nietzsche's philosophy constitutes the ultimate moment in this modern metaphysics of the will, Heidegger contends, since it finally brings to light the overwhelming nihilism or self-defeating endeavours of the will and its metaphysical trappings. Nietzsche's strategically oriented will to truth, or what he interprets equally as an exemplary will to power over oneself and others, Heidegger maintains, is the failed attempt to give new cultural meaning to a modern life without God. Heidegger translates this modern cultural nihilism as the homelessness of beings in the destiny of Being's oblivion. Caught in the cultural warp of a metaphysics of the will, human life is on the verge of losing any capacity to rethink its ontological essence. The human species is threatened not only by the attempt to understand the beingness of beings through a morally value-laden will to power, but also by a concomitant instrumental technology whose purely scientific rationale pays no regard whatever to the need for revealing its own essence. Indeed, The expression [technology]', Heidegger states, 'may serve as a term for the metaphysics of the atomic age'.9 For like metaphysics, technology is concerned primarily with unlocking the hidden potential of natural objects in order to assimilate those objects to the driving desire of the human will. Technology is a means to human self-preservation. This end is its commonly accepted essence, but one that needs to be questioned, in Heidegger's view, the more technology assumes a dangerous independence beyond the formative limits of human control.

This does not mean that humanity must reassert some more developed form of mastery over it, Heidegger argues, but that we need to rethink technology in a way that no longer views it as an instrumental means to self-preservation. Attempting to undertake this task, Heidegger turns for support to the pre-Socratic understanding of nature (physis) and its production (techne). The term techne was then closely associated with episteme, or what we moderns refer to as ways of knowing. In effect techne referred as much to specific technical skills of object-production as it did to the production of fine art and philosophy. What the latter produce or 'bring-forth', as Heidegger puts it, is the revelation of an otherwise concealed truth (aletheia) of nature. This act of revealing, which, despite his conceptual turn, had been a major theme of Plato's Symposium, was termed poiesis. Hence the essence of techne, Heidegger argues, was thought or understood by the pre-Socratics as poiesis. '[W]hat is decisive in techne does not lie at all in making and manipulating nor in the using of means, but rather in the aforementioned revealing. It is as revealing, and not as manufacturing, that techne is a bringing-forth'.10 Modern technology, by way of contrast, does not so much reveal nature in any poetic sense of 'bringing-forth' its hidden truth, but sets upon it in the manner of a provocative challenge, regarding it as a 'standing-reserve' of energy which may be put to use on command. Human beings are equally provoked through concerns of self-preservation to carry out the ordering and regulating of this 'standing-reserve'. Only in assuming that role do they not themselves become part of that reserve. This technological destiny of nature and humanity, this 'enframing', as Heidegger calls it, not only conceals its devastating claim on both, but at once veils the poiesis of nature's truth once given voice by Parmenides. While the potentially world destructive capacity of modern technology has brought extreme danger, what is still more dangerous, Heidegger insists, is the inability to think the essence of humanity's technological and metaphysical destiny. In the enduring presence of that destiny there nevertheless arises a saving power that grants humanity the role of 'the one who is needed and used for the safe-keeping of the coming to presence of truth'.11 This power of deliverance, Heidegger argues, is present only in those arts which open themselves to the path of poetic revelation.

Only by 'stepping back' from metaphysical and technological modes of thinking, which posit some form of subjective consciousness or pragmatic will as the ground of all that exists, may the truth of Being begin to show itself in the light of its own concealment. For while metaphysics and technology continually move within the domain of Being, they do so as the very veil concealing Being's enduring presence. The thinking that opens itself to this more original foundation of being, or what is the theoretically indeterminate ontological difference between being and Being, opens itself to the recollection of Being as pure existence. Such recollection, Heidegger points out, effects nothing in the 'standing-reserve', for it is the non-conceptual, non-referential, poetic contemplation of what is. Indeed, as Heidegger points out, such contemplation is the thinking of Nothing - 'Because it thinks Being, thought thinks the Nothing'.12 While Heidegger indicates that such thinking has no worldly effect in that it lets Being be as sufficient unto itself, he nevertheless also holds out the possibility that this thinking, insofar as it overcomes metaphysics, 'might well help to bring about a change in human nature'.13 This could occur, Heidegger continues, in the understanding granted to humanity by Being that each being belongs essentially to the truth of Being. Only through this poetic revelation of the truth of Being, of thinking the Nothing as its own essence, can humanity be saved from the danger arising in its persistent preoccupation with being-in-the-world.

Death and Dasein

Since the question of Being is posed by particular human entities, it will be necessary to elucidate, by way of preparation for the thinking of Being, Heidegger proposes, just how these entities are situated in the world. What is to be noted firstly is that they are no longer viewed in the form of self-reflective consciousnesses, as subjects that metaphysically and technologically constitute the world according to their will. Rather they are situated as ontic existences which have been 'thrown' into the world and whose being-there (Dasein) is characterized as authentic or inauthentic depending on their relation to Being. Authentic Dasein, through the resolute endurance of a penetrating angst, finds itself 'ek-sisting ecstatically', as Heidegger puts it, in the potential presence of Being. Holding itself resolutely in this inner space or 'clearing' proffered by Being, Dasein establishes itself as belonging properly, essentially, to itself, where Being 'is in each case mine'.14 In other words, authentic Dasein experiences the truth of Being only through the isolated, monad-like unity of its standing in the veiled light of Being. In contrast, inauthentic Dasein remains absorbed in what Heidegger refers to as the 'they-self. Continually distracted by what is ready to hand, 'when busy, when excited, when interested, when ready for enjoyment', inauthentic Dasein remains fragmented in the being of others. 15 Having relinquished the transcendental character of self-conscious reflection, the non-reflective principle of a self-possessing, existential immediacy is now, for Heidegger, that through which authentic human being comes to be understood.

Authentic Dasein is further characterized through its potentiality for becoming-whole. Becoming-whole does not mean, however, becoming aware of the temporally cumulative series of past experiences which constitute our present state of being, as it does for Hegel. Rather this potential becoming-whole is explicated through a contemplative poetics of self-care whose temporal horizon is that of an always imminent, yet future experience of Being. The former mode of becoming-whole through the recollection of past experience is akin to inauthentic Dasein; and this since the essence of its temporal origin remains hidden by a self-reflective preoccupation with worldly relations and events. Heidegger claims to be concerned with disclosing the essence of this temporality in a more fundamental recollection, one which comes to light through Dasein's contemplation of its own self-care as at once a caring for Being. This essentially caring relation is marked through the recollection of the forgotten nothingness into which all existence passes. In effect, caring for Being involves a constant vigilance or looking forward over Dasein's own finitude, or what is no different, an existential vigilance over the ever-present horizon of death. Caring for Being is nothing short of an 'ecstatic' recollection of the future as death.


Only an entity which, in its Being, is essentially futural so that it is free for its death and can let itself be thrown back upon its factical 'there' by shattering itself against death that is to say, only an entity which, as futural, is equi-primordially in the process of having-been, can, by handing down to itself the possibility it has inherited, take over its own thrownness and be in the moment of vision for 'its time'. Only authentic temporality which is at the same time finite, makes possible something like fate - that is to say, authentic historicality.16



Death is that 'authentic historicality' or fate, through which Dasein becomes whole. As Dasein's potential becoming-whole, death is thus awarded the highest ontological honour. The dignity accorded death, its imperial ontological authority, admits of no refusal. Unlike the Kantian imperative, constructed according to self-reflected laws of moral reason, the Heideggerian imperative is carried through under the indisputable rule of existence. Death is Being. This, for Heidegger, is the unthought essence of metaphysics and technology.

Heidegger's non-reflective principle of Being nevertheless appears analogous in some respects to Hegel's self-reflective concept of spirit. For both stand outside the individual entity as its ontological limit and yet are situated immanently within it as its very essence. Moreover, while Hegel argues that being's nonidentity with self-reflective thought can only ever be presented within such thought, and thereby proceeds to ontologize the ontic through the self-mediating unity of reason, Heidegger achieves that same result albeit through the pre-reflective principle of Dasein's essential belonging to Being. Indeed, similarly to Hegel, the ontological difference between Being and Dasein suddenly evaporates once Being reveals itself as the essence of Dasein's self-relating authenticity. The Hegelian dialectics of universal spirit and self-conscious individuality is thus reformulated as the undialectical immediacy of Dasein's ontological belonging to Being. Under these conditions the concept of existence, Adorno argues, is not only 'awarded the dignity of the Platonic idea, but also the bulletproof character of something that cannot otherwise be conceived because it is no conception, because it is simply there'.17 Being not only assumes thereby the same positional value as an a priori category, but also takes on the status of an ontic immediacy no different from those so-called 'facts' of positivist epistemology.

Similarly to Scheler's adoption of the pre-reflective notion of wholeness from Gestalt psychology, Heidegger defends the unmediated fore-understanding of what it means to be whole as the existential limit of Dasein's poetic, angst-laden caring for Being; a limit, which once crossed, signals the abysmal loss of entity.


As long as Dasein is an entity, it has never reached its 'wholeness'. But if it gains such 'wholeness', this gain becomes the utter loss of Being-in-the-world. In such a case, it can never again be experienced as an entity.18



Only in death can Dasein achieve that Being-whole. Hence what characterizes authenticity in Dasein's belonging to Being is its 'being-towards-death'. Just as authentic Dasein does not reflect on its relation to the inauthentic 'they', so too it does not engage in any predicative thoughts regarding death. 'Being-towards-death' involves the poetic cultivation of an inevitable loss of self, a possibility which Being is said to reveal only rarely.19 Cultivating this loss is being open to those moments when Being reveals its possibility. Authentic Dasein endures that possibility as an ecstatic angst, or as Adorno puts it, with 'a gesture of internal silence'.20

Dasein's existential self-appropriation through its 'being-towards-death', or what is its authentic belonging to Being, nevertheless rings hollow. For in the absence of any mediating idea of authenticity, the attribution of authenticity to Dasein simply on the basis of an existential receptivity to the possibility of death remains an empty abstraction. Authentic self-identity is here established through a pre-reflective awareness of our always potential passing away.


The societal relation, which seals itself off in the identity of the subject, is de-societalized into an in-itself. The individual, who himself can no longer rely on any firm possession, holds on to himself in his extreme abstractness as the last, the supposedly unlosable possession.21



Clinging to the consciousness of its bare mortality, to its non-sensuous, reflectively vacant inwardness, Dasein desperately upholds its dignity in this abstract claim to authenticity. Dasein's claim to authenticity, Adorno argues, is nothing more than a last ditch consolation for those who become conscious of their social impotence. Devoid of any self-reflective will, Dasein's stance towards Being appears as an already 'beheaded' self-positing.22


Tautology and nihilism bind themselves into a holy alliance. ... Hegel's metaphysics, which cannot be brought back again, and which had its positive absolute in the totality of negations, is here interiorized to a dimensionless point. In such a construction it is reduced to the Hegelian 'fury of disappearance', to the unmediated theodicy of annihilation.23



Following Hegel's failed promise of social reconciliation, Heidegger's turn to a purely inner, existential reconciliation effectively reveals an individuality on the point of social extinction.

Heidegger's ontological claims concerning Dasein's authenticity, its caring for Being, as well as its potentiality for becoming-whole are nothing but pieces of apologetic subterfuge for beings about to meet their mortal fate. Indeed Heidegger portrays the authentic sacrifice of life to Being as nothing short of the actualization of freedom; a freedom bestowed on it, moreover, by Being. Such, Adorno maintains, is the ideological preparation, the sanctifying justification for the sacrificial rituals carried through in Nazi Germany against both the Jews and the German populace. The inevitability of death has been recast as a command to be obeyed. When nothing may be predicated of existence, when the possibility of death is transformed into an imperative simply because it is, then language has reduced thinking to a tautological 'recitation of words' in which thinking perishes. Referring particularly to the term 'authenticity', although it may be said of Heidegger's supposedly 'non-conceptual' concepts generally, Adorno argues -


[t]he pure tautology, which propagates the concept while at the same time refusing to define that concept - and which mechanically repeats the concept - is intelligence in the form of violence. ... Violence inheres in the nucleus of Heidegger's philosophy, as it does in the form of his language. That violence lies in the constellation into which his philosophy moves self-preservation and death. The self-preserving principle threatens its subjects with death, as an ultima ratio, a final reason; and when this death is used as the very essence of that principle it means the theodicy of death.24



What constantly threatens Dasein with self-extinction also controls the possibility of Daseiri's authentic experience of being. Dasein's control over itself is thus indistinguishable from the control exercised over it by Being. Reducing the relation of Being and Dasein to this tautological nonsense where the self preserves itself by virtue of its anticipated death, Heidegger restamps ontology with the sign of identity. Despite his claim that the truth of Being may be found only through thinking the pre-reflective ontological difference between Being and Dasein, death and self-preservation, both collapse in on the other revealing nothing but the pure assertion of difference. The meaninglessness for which Heidegger castigates Western metaphysics ironically reappears in the ontological spectacle of death's own negative absoluteness.

The attempt to retreat from the world into an inner-worldly realm of self-belonging is a poor response, Adorno maintains, to an irreconcilable split between the individual and society evident since Hegel. While siphoning off Hegel's 'unhappy consciousness' and any sense of self-reflection from Dasein, while sanctifying the bare existence of 'man' as the monadic authority in any claim to truth. Heidegger, contrary to his own intention, merely succeeds in reifying what remains of the isolated social subject. 'Man', as Heidegger's language so often conveys, conjures up a sense of wonder in the unmediated simplicity of 'man's' being-there. 'Here', Adorno notes, 'all the concretion of authenticity has its mystery: the concreteness of whatever is as its own image'.25 Accompanying this self delight at being in the world is 'man's' humility - an unquestioned giving thanks to Being for granting the possibility of existence and that solitude, so much a part of German agrarian culture, to which Heidegger so romantically attaches himself. Here, clinging to Dasein, are the thinly veiled signs of a self-conscious subject. This subject, however, no longer knows itself through the heroizing lens of the early nineteenth century, but now knows itself as a powerless and insignificant piece of existence whose only hope, which is no hope at all, is to mythologize or revere its own nothingness. The inner isolation of Dasein's existence thus resembles what 26 Adorno calls 'a supernatural nature-category'.26

Furthermore there is with Heidegger, as with Spinoza and Hegel also, a certain testimonial tribute to the absolute lawlessness of nature's cycle of regeneration and decay. While traditional theology had offered hope in a heavenly, eternal life after the earthly agony, Heidegger's minimalist refashioning leads rather to a pious acceptance of human suffering and sacrifice. Seen in this light, Heidegger's philosophy is nothing short of a training ground for submission to whatever administrative directives may be issued by a social system in the unrelenting technological grip of its own economic and political growth. Such authority, Adorno continues, has no legitimate basis other than its present existence. The totalitarian form of contemporary economic and political power relations can be read in what Adorno calls 'the universally human language-gesture' so often apparent in Heidegger's use of the term 'man'.27 This jargon of authenticity, as Adorno portrays it, this universal language-gesture which refers to everyone and nobody in particular, disguises the totalitarian structure of power through what is at best a caricature of democratic equality in the universal linguistic compliance exacted of all individuals.


Such universal humanity... is ideology. It caricatures the equal rights of everything which bears a human face, since it hides from men the unalleviated discriminations of societal power: the differences between hunger and over-abundance, between spirit and docile idiocy.28



Heidegger's self-righteous talk of 'authenticity' and 'becoming-whole' serves equally to conceal the inner functional division of labour, the psychological fragmentation of the modern subject made evident by psychoanalysis. The latter gave the lie to that abstract unity of body and soul, of being a whole or complete person, mystically propounded by Gestalt psychology, and incorporated unquestioningly into Heidegger's understanding of authenticity. Authentic Dasein, complete only in its being-towards-death, creates the transcendental justification for dismissing any critical need to question not only individuals' psychological make-ups but the specific social conditions through which these have been shaped.

Heidegger acquiesces in the abstract individuality brought about by modern social relations of production and exchange. Heidegger's poetically couched consolation for a self reduced to its bare mortality remains ideologically in tune with an economic exchange principle that necessitates a self-preserving subservience to its socially destructive machinations. Moreover, the ontological authority granted existence reveals an indiscriminate complicity with any political authority that happens to be empowered. Dasein is so much the more subjected to social and political relations the more it claims to stand aloof from them; and this, through the false positivity of an orchestrated good cheer, the 'inauthentic' conformity exacted of it by social relations that enforce the psychological rigidity of abstract self-identity.

Being and Ontology

Heidegger's ontology of Being is heavily influenced by Husserl's anti-idealist principle of categorial vision. Husserl presents this principle as an intuitive and thereby immediate mode of essence perception, which is said to overcome the ambiguous neo-Kantian attempts to establish scientific objectivity on the basis of a self-reflexive subjectivity in late nineteenth-century Germany. Similarly, the relativistic psychologism prevalent at that time could not securely establish the givenness or factuality of objects since such depended on the inner reflections of an individual consciousness. Contrary to these subjectively mediated and so reputedly false claims to factuality and objective truth, Husserl's principle of categorial vision claims to reveal an objective a priori truth already inherent in the prepositional structures of language. When Husserl draws an analogy between the categorial perception of this propositional truth and the subjective intuition of so-called factual phenomena, he nevertheless acknowledges that categorial vision occurs within the dimension of subjective consciousness. Yet, following Brentano, Husserl further argues that the rational structures of propositional truth are in no way dependent on or determined through any subjective intention. Objective propositional meaning emerges rather through the categorial intuition of the meaning of words referring to lived experience and those which produce a relational analytic. Propositional truth is thus said to occur over and above the subjective intention or will of a particular speaker. The propositional truths which categorial intuition perceives are thus regarded somewhat paradoxically, Adorno argues, as something like empirical facts while being understood equally as rational facts not unlike the laws governing mathematics.29 What drives this ambiguity is the indeterminate merging of intuition and judgement where the latter is presented as a second immediacy. Husserl's notion of categorial vision 'confuses that second immediacy with a first immediacy'.30 For as Adorno again points out -


There is no second act of becoming aware of what one has judged in addition to the actual judging itself, unless of course one reflects on the judgment. Such a reflection, however, would necessarily transcend the 'immediacy' of the actual act of judgment which for itself would become the object of such a reflection.31



From this perspective, a judgement cannot fulfil the criterion of immediacy attributed to categorial vision without remaining open to the charge of dogmatism. Moreover, Husserl's doctrine of categorial vision ironically -


reveals itself as the summit of idealism: the pure essence, the objectivity of which seems to spurn any subjective constitution, is nothing but subjectivity in its abstractness, the pure junction of thinking, the 'I think' in the sense of the Kantian unity of consciousness.32



Yet Husserl, like Heidegger, is driven by the need to set forth the ontological cogency of a categorial essence in the immediacy of its own self-presentation in order to escape the contradictory implications evident in idealism's self-constituting, transcendental unity of subject and object.

Rejecting Husserl's concern to uncover that essence in the form of a priori rational and thereby scientific structures of propositional truth and meaning, Heidegger unveils the categorial vision of an a priori essence inherent in what he considers the poetry of everyday linguistic utterance. Nevertheless, in analogous fashion, both locate that essence in a realm altogether independent of any self-reflective, transcendental will or intention. Heidegger, like Husserl, thereby transforms conceptual thought into a second immediacy, into a direct register of mental facts devoid of any self-reflective judgement. Concepts are thus, in Heidegger's view, no different from their phenomenological counterparts empirical or ontic being. Here, despite Heidegger's anti-scientific pathos, the affinity between positivist, scientific methodology and Heidegger's ontology is clearly evident. Moreover, just as positivism paradoxically claims to eliminate the mediating role of subjective reflection in its purely scientific, ethnomethodological descriptions, so too Heidegger's ontology, the more stringently it claims to intuit the immediacy of Being, the more it reverts to the 'pure thought' or synthetic judgement of an undisclosed subject. For Heidegger's ontological vision of Being's immediacy cannot do without that reflective moment of conceptual thought otherwise spurned in the turn away from idealism. The distinction between conceptual judgement and ontic being, which Heidegger claims to dissolve in the ontological immediacy of Being, surreptitiously lives on in the sheer postulation of Being's ontological character. For this reason, Adorno argues


[Heidegger's] outbreak is an outbreak into the mirror. Blinded to the moment of synthesis in the substrate, he ignores the fact that the mind - which in Heidegger's adored Eleatic philosophy of Being confessed to identity with Being - is already implied in the meaning of what it presents as the pure self-hood it would be confronting.33



In other words, the ontological profundity of Heideggerian Being is determined through a judgement which denies that judgement's very presence. Abstraction is thereby raised to the highest level of concretion and truth.

The abstract character of Heidegger's ontological vision is again evident in his discussion of the grammatical relations between subject, predicate, and copula. Here the essential, metalogical meaning of that relation is situated directly in the pure form of the copula; in that which, from an epistemological perspective, only acquires meaning through the subjectively intended relation between subject and predicate. While Heidegger claims to relinquish the identitarian implications of that subjectively intended synthesis, he is nevertheless unwilling to relinquish the ontic specificity of the copula as revealed in this existential judgement. That specificity, Heidegger argues, concerns the irreducible difference between subject and predicate; a difference otherwise annulled in any subjectively intended synthesis. Insofar as this ontic specificity is itself made evident only through categorial intuition, the copula is at once endowed with ontological significance, qua Being. The irreducible difference between subject and predicate thus acquires a claim to ontological being-in-itself independently of any specific differences. Adorno considers this claim on the part of Heidegger as highly paralogical. 'The paralogism lies in the transformation of that negative - that one of the moments cannot be reduced to the other - into something positive'.34 Having attributed to the irreducibility of subject and predicate the positive status of ontological Being, Heidegger effectively smothers any consideration of their dialectical mediation. Since the copula is neither fully subject nor predicate, since it is neatly neither concept nor entity, this does not provide sufficient reason, Adorno argues, to hypostatize their irreducible difference as an ontological essence. Indeed without a dialectical understanding of their specific differential relations, the irreducibility of both aspects to the other reveals nothing but gratuitous ontological posturing devoid of all significance.

Just as Heidegger indiscriminately conflates the specific differential relations of subject and predicate with the abstract positivity of an ontologically independent copula, so too he conflates ontic existence with the ontological condition of pure Being. Heidegger takes advantage of the indeterminate distinction evident in Presocratic philosophy between the terms for immediacy and essential presence, (τοδε τι and ονσια), raising this indeterminacy to a position of supreme ontological value. In this way what is immediate and the essence of immediacy, the ontic and the ontological, are both able to take the place of the other without any remainder whenever the need arises.


Mere entity becomes nonentity; rid of the stain of being an entity, it is raised up to Being, to its own pure concept. Being, on the other hand, devoid of any content that would restrict it, no longer needs to appear as a concept. It is held to be immediate like τοδε τι, in other words to be concrete. Once isolated absolutely, the two moments have no differentia specifica from each other and become interchangeable. This quid pro quo is a main feature of Heidegger's philosophy.35



Heidegger thus covertly repeats the Hegelian dialectic of Being and Nothing, where each passes silently and unobtrusively into the other. In other words, the irreducible difference of Being and Dasein, to which Heidegger makes claim, is more properly an ontological disguise for their unmitigated identity; their so-called ontological difference, Adorno argues, remains indissolubly wedded to tautology. The sense of this objection hinges on the Heideggerian claim that, despite its ontic specificity, Dasein is an already ontologized condition by virtue of its sheer, unmediated existence. Adorno draws attention in this regard to Heidegger's formulaic statement in Being and Time that '[t]he essence of Dasein lies in its existence'.36 Heidegger later reiterates this claim in his Letter on Humanism where he states - 'The phrase, "man exists", does not answer the question of whether there are actually men or not; it answers the question of the "essence' of man'".37 In both instances the irreducible difference between ontological essence and ontic existence is cancelled. Adorno makes the remark that


precisely what is not essential in Dasein, precisely what is not ontological in it, is ontological. The ontological difference is removed by means of a conceptualization of the nonconceptual into nonconceptuality.38



What lies hidden in all this, Adorno further contends, is an indirect admission that while Dasein cannot do without Being, Being equally cannot do without Dasein that ontology cannot do without the ontic. Indeed the conceptual expression of a pre-reflective ontological difference in the word 'Being' renders it susceptible to Adorno's charge that 'the concept is exalted by the nonconceptuality said to be beneath it'.39 Yet in order to avoid the contradictory and so scandalous implications of ontic mediation in the ontological, the ontic is at once ontologized, thereby revealing the declared primacy of their ontological difference as more precisely an undisclosed identity.

Adorno abandons neither the intuitive immediacy of categorial vision, or what, following Hegel, he otherwise refers to as essence perception; nor, more significantly, the reflective, conceptual mediation of that perception. Whereas categorial vision, with Husserl and Heidegger, involves the intuitive disclosure of objective meaning as mental facts, Adorno interprets essence perception by way of what he calls a 'physiognomic view of mental facts'.40 That is to say, the truth of a particular mental fact remains subject to critical reflection through a constellation of further conceptual perspectives, which together help reveal the constitutive socio-historic relations objectively embedded in the conceptual phenomenon or mental fact in question. Hence, contrary to Heidegger and Husserl, Adorno does not simply amputate the self-reflective or conceptually critical mediation of categorial intuition in the interests of ontological immediacy. When essence perception is frozen or hypostatized in pre-given structures of propositional meaning or the non-conceptualizable immediacy of existence, it effectively eliminates that critical potential.


As the experience of what has come into being in things which supposedly merely are, essence perception would be the almost diametrical opposite of the end it is used for. Rather than a faithful acceptance of Being, it would be its critique; rather than a sense of the thing's identity with its concept, it would be an awareness of the break between them.41



Without conceptual mediation Heidegger's categorial vision of Being, Adorno argues, maintains itself as something more than fictitious only through the mythical aura created for it by the sanctimonious tones of ontological reverence.


From the mind which synthesizes it, entity borrows the aura of being more than factual: the sanctity of transcendence. And this very structure hypostatizes itself as superior to the reflective intellect, which is accused of dissecting entity and concept with a scalpel.42



Heidegger's ontological need to sustain the immediate being-whole of Being against a metaphysics which, however inadequately, attempts to show the mediation of concept and entity, leaves that mediation submerged under the sheer assertion of Being's immediacy. Despite Kant's critique of the rationalist ontologies of Descartes and Spinoza with their respective claims to empirical transcendence, whether of the individual soul or a pantheist nature, Heidegger categorially intuits an analogous 'state of facts' with Dasein's unmediated transcendence in the gravity of Being's nothingness.

Unlike Descartes and Spinoza, however, Heidegger's category of Being is not in essence conceptual and self-reflective, but rather existentially indeterminate and poetic. Heidegger openly harks back to the pre-Socratic sense of Being as the poetic indeterminacy or irreducible difference between logos and entity, where logos itself constitutes the ontological perception of that difference. Yet when the categorial perception of ontological facts remains indistinguishable in its intuitive immediacy from the existential 'fact' of ontic being, there is a distinct echo of the idealist procedure whereby transcendental thought structures ultimately reveal themselves as nothing more than a revered copy of the limits of empirical experience. Moreover, the ontological thought structures that arise under the guise of categorial intuition are no different in their alleged primacy from those that Heidegger sought to dispel. While it is argued that Heidegger's ontology makes critical protest against the spiritual reification of humanity suffered under the long standing claims of metaphysics and technology, what Heidegger achieves, paradoxically enough, is nothing more than an ontological consolation for the way the world is. 'By virtue of the logic of the philosophical aporia ... Heidegger transposes the empirical superiority of the way things are into the realm of essence'.43 The abstract immediacy of Being and Dasein signals a poverty of thought unable to extricate itself from a no-man's land that it blindly reinforces. Indeed the indiscriminate merger of particular and universal, of entity and mental fact in Heidegger's ontology, Adorno argues, has its historical correlation in the overwhelming incorporation of individual conduct within the administering formulas set down by modern social institutions.

Despite suggesting that the failure of metaphysics and technology to create conditions for authentic Dasein is precisely that which occasions his attempt to rethink the forgotten essence of these practices, Heidegger also stringently maintains that to think in this self-reflective, critical manner is a sign of inauthentic Dasein. In dismissing social conditions as not worthy of critical investigation, as unessential entities, Heidegger remains unable to penetrate in a dialectically critical manner either his own or the idealist idea of Being. With Heidegger both the thinking subject and the social object are reduced to immediate pre-reflective states of pure existence. Both remain essentially static as pure abstraction and pure matter. Any dynamic relation between them, which modern philosophy has in varying degrees sought to explicate, is obliterated.44 Critical of the unresolved dualisms of earlier philosophy, Heidegger accentuates that dualism in the claim to unveil their original, unthought difference; an 'irretrievable origin', as Adorno puts it, whose impenetrable, myth-like form effectively undermines any prospect of social reconciliation. In the nonreflective, nonsensuous context of Heidegger's philosophy, Adorno argues 'Life becomes polarized, wholly abstract and wholly concrete, although it would be only in the tension between them'.45 While pandering to the apparent meaninglessness of modern life, Heidegger's co-called ontological need is nothing but the wish to be rid once and for all of the vicissitudes of self-reflection and any relation to the sensuous world. The ontological need invites hope in a deathly escape from unfulfilled social and psychological needs. '[I]nverted needs of that sort ... spiritualize our unconscious suffering under the material denial'.46 This 'spiritualized' consolation offered by Heidegger's dehistoricized ontology reverberates with the empty promise of freedom ideologically promulgated by the modern culture industry. Being is the sign of individuality desperate to preserve its identity, even in death, in the face of psychological and social disintegration. It is equally the sign of a failed emancipation where the subject takes on the debilitating character of being solely for another, of being merely a dispensable piece of merchandise under institutional guidelines for economic productivity.

Heidegger has nevertheless portrayed the history of metaphysics from Plato to Nietzsche as one leading to just this destitution. Since grounded in the self-conscious will of reason, metaphysics ignores life's overwhelming subjection to the laws of fate. In relegating metaphysics to a mythical position of historical desuetude, Heidegger nevertheless celebrates fate as an a priori constituent of ontological meaning; and fate is nothing short of death. The specific historicity of human life is thereby melted down into an ontological doctrine of invariants where Being and its temporal horizon become euphemisms for an irrevocable fate. 'Heideggerian authenticity, a tearing of the self loose from decaying life through being-toward-death, unintentionally cooperates with the forces of decay since it poses nothing existing beyond them'.47 Metaphysics is summarily dispatched precisely in view of its speculative promise of a world beyond fate; and history, accordingly, is reduced here to a pure state of nature. This reduction takes its bearings from Heidegger's abstract substantiation or categorial identity not only of the difference between metaphysical Being and beings, the concept of death and the experience of dying, but also of the difference between time and eternity. Transiency, the repetitious flux of decay and regeneration, is given absolute value as the eternal sameness of Being. Heidegger stamps Being with a temporality whose essential possibility, to be and become Nothing, is always unchanged. Dasein's essential possibility, its historicity, occurs outside history in the abstract, unreflective realm of eternal death.


[H]istoric[ity] immobilizes history in the unhistorical realm, heedless of the historical conditions that govern the inner composition and constellation of subject and object.48



In this invariance of lived possibilities, Heidegger's invocation of Being resembles an ontological mantra. The unqualified immanence of fate in Being shows the latter precisely as 'the blind context of nature; the doom of concatenation; the absolute negation of the transcendence whose tremolo notes quiver in the talk of Being'.49 In view of this ontological immanence, Adorno draws out the political implications of Heidegger's unhistorical historicity.


That history can be ignored or deified, depending on the circumstances, is a practicable political conclusion from the philosophy of Being.50



One way or the other, any critical consideration of actual social history is shunted aside by the fateful historicity of Being's ontological stasis. In the 'authentic' anticipation of Being, a Being that is one's own, individual lives remain closed off from any critical perspective on contemporary historical experience. Under the ontological auspices of Being such lives remain solidly integrated within current social relations. Unreflective imitation of what exists is seen to be the highest good on the path to Being. Heidegger's ontological sanctification of how things are, devoid of any idea of justice, 'remains ... the naked affirmation of what is anyway the affirmation of power'.51

Language and Religious Belief

The ontological dignity with which Heidegger endows the term 'Being', the sacred aura that emanates from words like 'existence', 'authenticity', 'death', arises through an appeal to their self-sufficient semantic isolation. Heidegger's quest for essential meaning does not pass through an understanding of the relations of words to each other within a particular configuration, but relies on the perception of that meaning through a categorial vision pertaining to each word. In their monadic rigidity these words seemingly acquire the weight of concrete existence; an existence bathed at the same time, however, in the ceremonial salts of transcendental revelation. When imbued with this ontological aura as the sole authority for meaning, the words so favoured become, in Adorno's view, nothing short of jargon. That more essential meaning, that truth which extends beyond these words' empirical significance, is frozen in the relationless and so contentless abstraction of their simple expression. Here the differences between truth and thinking, word and thing, and words themselves in their syntactic relations are passed over in favour of a meaning which, through philological excavations, surfaces in the form of an archaic deposit. What is at work on this archaeological site, Adorno notes, is an exaggerated reverence for language where archaic origins become the sole foundation of meaning. In the search for these origins Heidegger trades on the ambivalence between being and thought evident in pre-Socratic philosophy, and constructs on the foundation of this indeterminate difference a secularized religion of Being. Unlike its Christian counterpart, however, Heidegger's cult of Being now offers salvation in the very meaninglessness of death's eternity. The promise of infinite Nothingness is experienced within the finite condition of authentic Dasein as an indeterminate angst, as a poetic reverie in the meaningless meaning of pure language. A belief, however, in the absolute nothingness of Being, in pure language, indicates a religion without content. What this implies, Adorno points out, is that '[o]ne needs only to be a believer - no matter what he [or she] believes in'.52 In view of the Christian religion historically losing its universal hold, Heidegger's ontology, Adorno contends, gives succour to the still persistent social need for some form of religious belief no matter what its content. A conceptually unmediated belief in some transcendental category or value, a belief where the archaically invested expression of particular words stands as the sufficient arbiter of faith, now acts as the irrational glue binding an otherwise fraying social fabric.

In the claim to communicate a sacred, archaic meaning in the everyday use of words, Heidegger's language appears beyond the reach of the mass media and its communicative manipulations. Yet when Heidegger's language gives expression to the condition of bare human existence, unmediated by self-reflective thought, it becomes a highly useful tool for mass social administrations. Moreover, the jargon's ritualized ecclesiastic tones, along with its nostalgia for the simple agrarian life, makes it easily acceptable to a society craving a strong dose of collective narcissism. Making promises for the future while defending the present state of political affairs, or posing the question of hope whose fulfilment depends on its unanswerability and unattainability, makes Heidegger's jargon suitable for appropriation across all forms of social discourse 'reaching from sermon to advertisement'.53 Here the archaic aura, which lights up the everyday use of language as something rare in its forgotten simplicity, has its most telling counter effect. Despite their archaic inoculation against mass consumption, in their discrete simplicity words become interchangeable signs, which can be used for any number of desired effects.


They are useful for arbitrary effect-connotations, without regard to the pathos of uniqueness which they usurp, and which has its origin on the market, on the market for which what is rare has exchange value.54



The homey familiarity of a language, which passes as rare in its archaic simplicity, may be uniformly broadcast through the mass media into the homes of millions. With Hitler's Aryan rantings on blood and soil the chatter of the inauthentic historically engulfs Heidegger's linguistic shrine to essential meaning. Despite its anti-functional intent, Heidegger's ontological personalism, when transferred to the political arena of National Socialism, serves to paralyse social consciousness through its standardized authenticity; a jargon whose directional imperatives closely resemble what Kafka felt under the arbitrary commands of a political authority dedicated to its own self-preservation.55 Just as political power now remains more conveniently concealed behind the seductive allure of modern advertising, so too a language couched in the personalized terms of individual welfare and safety veils the impersonal administrative and legal powers of contemporary bureaucracies.


The reciprocity of the personal and apersonal in the jargon; the apparent humanization of the thingly; the actual turning of man into thing: all this is the luminous copy of that administrative situation in which both abstract justice and objective procedural orders appear under the guise of face-to-face decisions.56



Except for a bureaucratically or ontologically designated structure of what it is to be a person, the particular circumstances of individual need are effectively ignored. Indifferent equally to the content of language, the bureaucratic and ontological jargon of authenticity is nothing but the assertion of pure meaning.

The dignity, the authenticity, with which Heidegger clothes this meaning, whose only content is a pre-reflective ontological difference between thought and being, conceals a denial of freedom in an autonomous aesthetics of death. While, for Kant, dignity had been closely entwined with an individual's capacity to move towards a self-reflexive autonomy or freedom, with Heidegger, dignity is achieved in Dasein's unplanned but ecstatic self-sacrifice to the meaningless void of Being, which is death. Dignity is realized only in an uncalculating attentiveness to the possibility of death; and death preserves what is more properly, Heidegger states, the dignity of Being. This quasi-religious belief in the essential nothingness of Being thereby culminates in what Adorno describes as an 'enthusiasm for irrational sacrifice'.57 Heidegger repeats the irrational Christian response to death as a sign of God's grace and will. This can be seen, in Adorno's view, as 'a reactionary response toward the secularization of death'.58 The ontological dignity of Heidegger's language revives a transcendental meaning in death; a meaning, however, whose positive appearance in language is nothing but an empty consolation, an abstract negation of death's negativity. Here the poverty of Dasein's attempt to assert transcendental meaning in the face of fear and social violence becomes most evident. Dasein's dignified facade, attained in the fragile security of inner self-control, distinguishes itself as human no longer through critical reflection, but through what Adorno calls a 'suppressed animality',59 through its own sheer existence governed absolutely by an indiscriminate, arbitrary fate.
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D.
 Politics of Truth: Foucault and Habermas


D1.
 Agonistic Ethics and Historical Ontology: Foucault

Introduction

In his final interview Foucault describes his philosophical writings as an attempt 'to locate three major types of problems: the problem of truth, the problem of power, and the problem of individual conduct'.1 In view of the modern humanist impasse in the actualization of freedom - where 'we have been trapped in our own history'2 as both the subject and object of a transcendental a priori claim to moral truth - Foucault revalues these questions in the form of an historical ontology of ourselves. Each problem is addressed with varying intensity in what have become known as Foucault's archaeological, genealogical and ethical periods respectively. The archaeological writings disclose distinct archives of discursive regularities (épistêmes) which historically circumscribe or limit our epistemological claims to truth and knowledge. Foucault's more developed genealogical studies reveal an apparatus (dispositif) of power/knowledge relations where relations of power historically intersect with different ways of knowing and claims to truth. In his later writings on individual conduct Foucault develops an agonistic ethics of freedom or what is an ethics of care evaluated according to aesthetically pleasing modes of self-conduct. Foucault here speaks of freedom as 'the elaboration of one's own life as a personal work of art'.3 Freedom is thus portrayed as a self-disciplinary regime of aesthetic pleasures; pleasures, moreover, which do not so much satisfy the body's desires but give breath to the soul. Ethical truth is thus no longer governed by any universalizing conceptual ratio but rather, in keeping with the Socratic notion of parrhésia, emerges through ongoing aesthetic evaluations of self-conduct. With the strategic capacity to adopt a variety of different styles of conduct, according to particular social contexts, the Foucauldian self upholds an ethico-aesthetic politics of truth and freedom.

With this aesthetically nuanced politics of truth Foucault extends that strand of modern thinking already referred to as existential poiesis. Indeed Foucault indicates that his readings of Nietzsche and Heidegger are the two 'fundamental experiences' guiding his thinking.4 Nietzsche's critique of enlightenment morality and its a priori rational subject, his genealogical alternative to traditional notions of historical origin and progress, and his attempt to revalue life as an ongoing work of art, are all central features of Foucault's philosophical discourse. Nevertheless those humanist, anthropological remainders in Nietzsche's thought, in particular the mediating force of somatic drives in the will to power and the monological, quasi-utopian character of Nietzsche's Übermensch, are discarded. Foucault recasts the agonism of aesthetic self-production in terms of an ethico-political relation to others. For this self-transforming ethics, he maintains, has strategically targeted effects on the particular practices or social relations of power within which it occurs.

Heidegger's influence is most apparent in Foucault's notion of historical ontology, where the pre-reflective ontological difference between Being and Dasein is reconfigured as that of our particular fate within an historical complex of power/knowledge relations.5 In effect, Foucault does for Heidegger what Marx did for Hegel - he gives the abstract historicity of Heideggerian Being a more concrete content through an analysis of the effects of power/knowledge relations. Both Heidegger's and Foucault's understandings of ontological difference are heavily imbued with Nietzsche's genealogically induced belief in the eternal recurrence of fate. For fate is no less that ontological 'clearing' or 'non-place' where we actively yet unknowingly construct and passively yet joyously receive our lot through the historical interplay of power/knowledge relations. Once the specificity of our particular fate is articulated within a genealogy of power/knowledge relations, however, that specificity fades in the overwhelming cultural immanence or socially reproductive effects of modern power/knowledge relations. It is just this loss of ontological specificity in the reproductive circularity of power/knowledge relations which Foucault's later ethical writings attempt to rectify through recourse to an historical ontology of ourselves as difference. When Foucault speaks of the need to understand the historical ontology of ourselves as thinking, acting and soulful beings, what is here at stake is a critical attempt to create ourselves outside the current cultural regime of power/knowledge relations. Foucault nevertheless views this attempt to escape the specific power/knowledge relations, which shape our particular historical fate, with a high degree of irony. For not only are we that ontological 'non-place' between modem power/knowledge relations, where fate is more properly our particular individual fate, but Foucault's ethico-aesthetic will to truth and freedom arises solely through a cultural affinity or sense of historical belonging to the critical ethos of modernity.

Confronting Foucault's defence of the contemporary potential for freedom with Adorno's claim that we remain unfree, what stands out are their different responses to the questions of universal history and critique. Similarly to Foucault, Adorno underscores the divergent, discontinuous aspects of history over and against Hegel's idea of a unified, progressive universal history. Nevertheless, in contrast to Foucault's ontological transfiguration of universal history into the eternal recurrence of domination and struggle, Adorno argues that the universal history of domination and struggle must be critically rebuffed.


The materialistic turnabout in dialectics cast the weightiest accent on insight into the discontinuity of what is not comfortingly held together by any unity of spirit and concept. Yet discontinuity and universal history must be conceived together. To strike out the latter as a relic of metaphysical superstition would spiritually consolidate pure facticity as the only thing to be known and therefore to be accepted; it would do this exactly in the manner in which sovereignty, aligning facts in the order of the total march of One Spirit, used to confirm them as the utterances of that spirit.6



For this reason the universal history of sacrifice and suffering, Adorno argues, 'must be construed and [critically] denied'.7 While Foucault's genealogical nominalism certainly documents the perpetual emergence of domination and struggle, his ontological affirmation of the eternal recurrence of fate in no way constitutes its critical denial. Indeed critical resistance, for Foucault, is but an aspect of the never-ending play of domination and struggle. Hence Adorno's critical, Utopian postulate of freedom, which does form a critical denial of that seemingly unstoppable struggle, appears to Foucault altogether absurd. Yet Foucault's personalized ethics of freedom would, for Adorno, constitute nothing but a semblance of freedom; a semblance necessary, moreover, for the contemporary economic and political machinations of capital and the nation-state to maintain and strengthen their administrative and disciplinary control over social labour. Paradoxically, Foucault's denial of universal history flies in the face of his simultaneous affirmation of the eternal recurrence of domination and struggle.

Anthropology and Archaeology

In his text The Order of Things, Foucault portrays the historical shift from neo-classical to modern culture as an archaeological mutation in anonymously produced discursive regularities.8 What this change in the formative rules of discourse reveals is an epistemological independence from any infinite or transcendent source of absolute truth. Epistemologically self-reliant, modern 'man' assumes an 'ambiguous position [both] as an object of knowledge and as a subject that knows'.9 From this principal ambiguity, and in what Foucault refers to as the modern analytic of finitude, there arise three further ambiguities. These involve the relations between empirical and transcendental modes of knowing, the cogito and the unthought, and the retreat and return of the origin. What these distinctions portend, as Foucault puts it, is an 'ever-to-be-accomplished unveiling of the Same' - that is to say, an always incomplete disclosure of what it is to be 'man'.10

With the distinction between empirical knowledge and its transcendental conditions of possibility, first enunciated by Kant, there emerge two separate and seemingly independent forms of philosophical anthropology. The one limits our knowledge of human life to the simple positivity of empirical experience, while the other sets out transcendental, a priori conditions that constitute the very possibility of knowledge. These transcendental conditions of knowledge nevertheless remain dependent on patterns of empirical experience through which they may first be recognized. This indicates a paradoxical situation in which the transcendental conditions of possible experience at once constitute an a posteriori analytic of empirical experience. In view of this ambiguity, the sovereign cogito further recognizes that its claim to knowledge has been limited by that which it cannot know, by those conditions of possibility which remain unavoidably unthought in its claim to knowledge. This duality of thought and its enigmatic other, the cogito and the unthought, emerges from Kant's distinction between the phenomenological representation of objects in consciousness and their otherwise unknowable or noumenal being-in-themselves. This always opaque other of thought thereby places the modern subject perpetually at risk of failing to interpret adequately its experience of the world. When attempting to overcome this problem through a definitive search for the historical origins of 'man', what results is yet a further ambiguity. For while this origin is sought outside 'man' in a temporal past or locality different from that presently occupied, and so effects an infinite retreat from 'man', at the same time it has an enduring proximity insofar as 'man' is himself the causal origin of future events. Indeed the modern anthropos is at once the origin not only of this search for origins, but also the progenitor of those conditions that will shape future experience. Here in its very disappearance, then, is the paradoxical return of the temporal origin, which is 'man'.

This quadrilateral analytic of finitude with its paradoxical doubles, Foucault argues, has led modern anthropological reflection into a dialectical logic whose utopian teleology is indicative of the deep epistemological and historical sleep into which modern thought has fallen. For the ambiguities which persist in this analytic of finitude, despite constant attempts to resolve them in a teleological figure of the 'Same', demonstrate a never to be fulfilled articulation of human self-identity; or what is an impossible, never to be actualized promise of human freedom. What is necessary for the sake of freedom, Foucault contends, is the demolition of this anthropological analytic of finitude, of the sovereign moral subject and its epistemologically deployed mode of 'scientific' understanding.

Foucault's critical analysis of this paradox laden anthropology of transcendental truth consists in laying bare the 'historical a priori' of its discursive practices. This means bringing to light those rules of discursive formation to which the modern anthropological épistême adheres, and without which its claim to scientific truth could not be understood. These rules of enunciation are immanently couched within the propositional relations characteristically employed by the anthropological form of knowledge.


[T]hese rules are not imposed from the outside on the elements that they relate together; they are caught up in the very things that they connect; and if they are not modified with the least of them, they modify them, and are transformed with them into certain decisive thresholds. The a priori of positivities is not only the system of a temporal dispersion; it is itself a transformable group.11



The thresholds to which Foucault refers are indicative of different archaeological and thereby historical layers in ways of knowing; what Foucault refers to as different historical systems of discursive rules. These archaeological thresholds or epistemic limits in ways of knowing effectively distinguish renaissance, neo-classical, and modern anthropological modes of knowledge. Moreover, to reveal the archive of discursive rules that characterize a particular historical form of knowledge is to uncover what Foucault calls the 'positive unconscious' of that knowledge.12 The archive of discursive regularities is that cultural field of enunciative possibilities through which we make particular knowledge claims.

Contrary to the anthropological attempt to secure an essential or originating sense of self-identity through epistemologically and morally determinate subject/object relations, the archaeological disclosure of discursive regularities shows rather that we are nothing but the indeterminate difference between certain enunciative or discursive possibilities.


[T]he [archaeological] diagnosis does not establish the fact of our identity by the play of distinctions. It establishes that we are difference, that our reason is the difference of discourses, our history the difference of times, ourselves the difference of masks. That difference, far from being the forgotten and recovered origin, is this dispersion that we are and make.13



Interestingly enough, this statement constitutes an early formulation of Foucault's later genealogical claims concerning an historical ontology of ourselves in relation to truth, power and ethical action. Moreover, this historical ontology of ourselves as difference is just that which Foucault later invokes to suggest the ethical possibility of going beyond our discursive, cultural limits.

For the moment, however, what remains problematic in Foucault's archaeological analysis, in view of his claiming to dissolve the epistemological ambiguity of anthropological thought, is the emergence of a similar ambiguity in his understanding of the relation between discursive formations and their archival rules of enunciation. For, on the one hand, these rules are phenomenologically constituted by discourse itself; that is, they become evident through an empirically descriptive account of discursive formations. Yet, on the other, they also constitute the prescriptive or governing conditions of possibility through which an épistême makes its historically particular claim to truth. As Dreyfus and Rabinow clearly point out


to pass from an analysis of positivities into elements to an analytic providing the ground of the possibility of its own method and its objects' reproduces the ambivalent relationship between the empirical and the transcendental which characterizes humanist discourse.14



Thus the critique Foucault levels against the anthropological épistême concerning an inability to unambiguously reveal its transcendental conditions of possibility, reappears in his own archaeological procedure. Moreover the critical capacity of archaeological analysis has no particular basis other than its own differential claim to autonomy with respect to anthropological thought. In effect archaeological discourse 'is incapable of accounting for its own conditions of possibility'.15

History and Genealogy

After acknowledging in 'The Discourse on Language' that it will be necessary to explicate certain conditions of possibility that will intersect with and yet remain external to the archaeology of discursive forms, Foucault goes on to develop a framework of investigation or dispositif through which the disclosure of those external conditions of possibility will be made possible.16 In a later self-evaluation Foucault has this to say -


In seeking in The Order of Things to write a history of the episteme, I was still caught in an impasse. What I should like to do now is to try and show that what I call an apparatus is a much more general case of the episteme; or rather, that the episteme is a specifically discursive apparatus, whereas the apparatus in its general form is both discursive and non-discursive, its elements being much more heterogeneous.17



This more general apparatus or dispositif, Foucault argues, will not only serve to elucidate the manner in which non-discursive social practices produce or constitute the condition of possibility of particular types of discursive knowledge, but it will also reveal the effects such knowledge has on these same non-discursive practices. This double-edged dispositif, with its capacity to show the particular historical conjuncture of discursive and non-discursive social practices, is just that which Nietzsche had already invoked as a specifically genealogical analysis of history.

In pursuing Nietzsche's notion of genealogy as an 'effective' history of the present, Foucault's concern is to reveal the strategic relations between specific social practices and those forms of knowledge that sustain and are sustained by such practices. The relations between these discursive and non-discursive practices have strategic import precisely because their genealogical disclosure will generate critical perspectives on the present; that is to say, ways of being other than we are now. Accordingly Foucault defines genealogy as 'an historical investigation into the events that have led us to constitute ourselves and to recognize ourselves as subjects of what we are doing, thinking, saying'.18 Genealogy does this not in the name of some metaphysical or transcendental truth concerning the nature of 'man', however, but through what Nietzsche refers to as the pathos of reflective distance; a pathos which makes possible an adequate diagnosis of the healthy or diseased condition of present practices. '[Genealogy's] task', Foucault contends, 'is to become a curative science'.19

The specific contemporary practice, which Foucault addresses in his elaboration of Nietzsche's 'curative' genealogy, is philosophical anthropology's pursuit of a pre-historical origin of 'man'. Foucault characterizes this search as an attempt to identify the primordial perfection of a human nature which has been lost. Ironically enough, however, this search itself originates in an historically situated anthropos. This ambiguity, Foucault argues, has produced 'the history of an error we call truth'.20 Not only does the search for some pre-historical origin already presuppose that condition through recourse to a suprahistorical, metaphysical truth, but it further imposes on otherwise dispersed and discontinuous events an historically unified telos of continuous human progress towards that lost, pre-historical perfection. Foucault takes up Nietzsche's notions of 'social descent' and 'emergence' as genealogical perspectives through which the ambiguous, anthropological error of pre-historical and historical origins may be dissolved.

Considering in the first instance Nietzsche's idea of social descent, Foucault indicates a multiplicity of cultural and biological histories that constitute through their various intersections our present historical being. These multiple lines of social descent are indelibly inscribed in our bodies. Like Nietzsche, Foucault considers the body as a discursive artefact, as the corporeal belonging together of a discontinuous cluster of dispersed historical accidents through which the various signifying practices of history may be read. Our social descent indicates that our bodies are 'the locus of a dissociated self... and a volume in perpetual disintegration'.21 The body is a site of constant conflict between certain cultural inscriptions which sustain it, and others which designate its imminent destruction. Through the body, history may be read as a constant struggle for self-preservation; a struggle which occurs, however, only within the historical limits of already inscribed biological and cultural possibilities. Yet as Judith Butler points out -


Although Foucault appears to argue that the body does not exist outside the terms of its cultural inscription, it seems that the very mechanism of 'inscription' implies a power that is necessarily external to the body itself. The critical question that emerges from these considerations is whether the understanding of the process of cultural construction on the model of 'inscription' ... entails that the 'constructed' or 'inscribed' body have an ontological status apart from that inscription, precisely the claim that Foucault wants to refute.22



While Foucault denies any heteronomous relation of the body and culture, precisely in order to avoid the anthropological positing of 'man' as an historically originating being, the struggle for self-preservation nevertheless depends on just this distinction. Without it the essentially strategic character of struggle would have no further cultural significance. In effect an ambiguity persists between the body and its cultural determinants as the origin of any self-preserving struggle.

Foucault goes some way towards dissolving this ambiguity through Nietzsche's second genealogical perspective which concerns the question of 'emergence'. The genealogical notion of 'emergence' refers neither to any pre-historical or anthropological origin of history but rather to multiple historical eruptions of variously diverse social forces. What emerges historically does so not in a space common to those engaged in struggle but in the uncommon opening between them, in what Nietzsche calls the 'non-place' of history. Heidegger had transfigured this indeterminate moment of fate in Nietzsche's philosophy into a fundamental ontological postulate - the difference between Being and Dasein. As for what indeed emerges in this fateful 'non-place' of history, well Foucault puts it like this -


only a single drama is ever staged in this 'non-place', the endlessly repeated play of dominations. ... Humanity does not gradually progress from combat to combat until it arrives at universal reciprocity, where the rule of law finally replaces warfare; humanity installs each of its violences in a system of rules and thus proceeds from domination to domination.23



Genealogy is thus a series of interpretations of this repeated emergence, through struggle, of different cultural systems of social domination. These interpretations are not to be construed, however, as 'the successive configurations of an identical meaning'.24 That is to say, they are not to be misconstrued as a universal history leading to the same, never to be reached, utopian telos. Rather, genealogy becomes a counter-memory to the respectively heroic and linear models of monumental and antiquarian history; and similarly, a counter-memory to the critical model of history, centred on past and present injustices such as that articulated by Marx. Interpreting history from the genealogical perspective of discontinuous 'emergences' constitutes a tactical manoeuvre to upstage the still pre-eminent view of history as universally progressive - or indeed as universal in any respect whatsoever. Universal history is parodied as a 'concerted carnival' of multiple masks and discontinuities. While the genealogical notion of 'emergence' dissolves the anthropological ambivalence of historical origins, this ambivalence nevertheless resurfaces in the retreat and return of domination. As the discontinuous recurrence of resistant social forces, history is at once the recurrence of an implicitly universal 'play of dominations'.

Power/Knowledge Relations and the Exercise of Power

Foucault's genealogical dispositif of discursive and non-discursive practices is further developed as the cultural, historical nexus of power/knowledge relations.


[I]n any society, there are manifold relations of power which permeate, characterize and constitute the social body, and these relations of power cannot themselves be established, consolidated nor implemented without the production, accumulation, circulation and functioning of a discourse. There can be no possible exercise of power without a certain economy of discourses of truth which operates through and on the basis of this association. We are subjected to the production of truth through power and we cannot exercise power except through the production of truth.25



Knowledge then is not produced independently of relations of power, by a subject outside those relations, but those forms of knowledge which find expression are the effect of culturally specific relations of power. Similarly, those relations of power cannot be maintained without the simultaneous production of supporting forms of discourse and knowledge. A similar, yet more succinct expression of the interdependent reciprocity of these relations can be found in Discipline and Punish.


... power and knowledge directly imply one another; ... there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations.26



In view of what Foucault considers the historically invariant nature of this relation, his genealogical dispositif of power/knowledge relations constitutes what he later refers to as an historical ontology of ourselves as subjects of power.

The specific historicity of this ontologically implicit relation is made evident through the interdependence of those relatively recent épistêmes of metaphysical and anthropological knowledge with what Foucault refers to respectively as monarchic and bourgeois relations of power. With this culturally immanent interdependence of power/knowledge relations, the production and transmission of knowledge, Foucault contends, can no longer be critically construed as giving rise to false consciousness. Nevertheless, what the legitimating discourses pertaining to monarchic and bourgeois social relations obscure, through their presentation of power as the result of politically conferred sovereign rights, are the anonymously produced effects of power. Indeed the historical emergence of a particular socio-cultural conjunction of power/knowledge relations is nothing less than the multiple coming together of otherwise divergent social forces beyond any individual or group control. In other words, our particular being-in-the-world is historically constituted through a multi-dimensional field of socio-cultural effects. Hence not dissimilarly to Heidegger's ontological concept of Being, with Foucault -


[p]ower is everywhere; not because it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere. And 'Power', insofar as it is permanent, repetitious, inert, and self-reproducing, is simply the overall effect that emerges from all these mobilities, the concatenation that rests on each of them and seeks in turn to arrest their movement. One needs to be nominalistic, no doubt: power is not an institution, and not a structure: neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is the name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular society.27



Foucault's nominalist reading of power thereby rejects those monolithic notions of power evident in metaphysical and anthropological modes of discourse, and which serve merely as an index of oppression. As Foucault puts it -


We must eschew the model of Leviathan in the study of power. We must escape from the limited field of juridical sovereignty and State institutions, and instead base our analysis of power on the study of the techniques and tactics of domination.28



The genealogy of power/knowledge relations is thus misunderstood when read as a theory of power concerned with prioritizing the principles of law and sovereignty, which in turn lead to 'a juridical and negative representation of power'.29 Genealogical analysis is concerned rather with exploring the various technologies and strategies through which relations of power become evident. In other words, Foucault does not so much consider power from the traditionally accepted perspective of a particular social institution's or political leader's sovereign wielding of power, but rather according to those culturally specific techniques of power which produce strategic effects in those to whom they are applied.

In Discipline and Punish, for example, Foucault examines those early modern and modern techniques of corporeal punishment where the body is constituted as an object of power/knowledge relations. In the early modern period an absolute power had been invested directly in the monarch's aristocratic body, since this was said to represent the entire social corpus. Any injury to the social body was held to be a direct injury to the personal body of the monarch. Correlatively punishment was inflicted directly on the body of the offender and carried out, moreover, in a public space in order to remind those witnessing the event of the monarch's omnipotence. The truth or knowledge of a defaulter's guilt was determined by a secret juridical casuistry in which the monarch's word was final. During the eighteenth century, however, modern juridical reason took the form of a social contract between individuals and the social body. This now meant that an offence against the social body was considered equally an offence against the criminal's own humanity. Hence the severity and application of punishment were viewed not only in terms of the social effects of a particular offence but also in terms of the potential rehabilitation of an offender. The general technology of power, which emerges through this contractual rationality, is that of timed incarceration within corrective, disciplinary enclosures. The specific instruments of penal power, Foucault continues, are 'hierarchical observation, normalizing judgement and their combination in a procedure that is specific to it, the examination'.30 The nineteenth-century model for these socially excluding institutions or disciplinary prisons was Bentham's Panopticon. Here each prisoner could be observed and his or her behaviour monitored from one central location without the onlooking supervisor in turn being seen. This technology of centralized surveillance subjects the bodies of prisoners to a disciplinary regime of conduct through its corrective, normalizing judgements. That is to say it attempts to normalize prisoners through their self-disciplinary adherence to a pre-determined code of behavioural conduct. Discipline, as Foucault puts it, 'is the specific technique of a power that regards individuals both as objects and instruments of its exercise'.31

In the first volume of The History of Sexuality Foucault further examines the 'confessional' instrument of power whereby we are produced both as subjects with sexual desires and as objects of a normative discourse concerning sexuality. Emerging from the Christian technique of sexual confession, this instrument of power was gradually usurped by the secular nation-state through the need to manage its population. Not unlike the Christian Church, the modern nation-state becomes intimately concerned with the welfare of the community and of the individuals living in that community. During the nineteenth century, confessions of wrong-doing became a matter for the police. Foucault thus refers to the governmental power of the modern nation-state as a system of pastoral power. In the twentieth century, with the historical emergence of multiple public institutions each concerned with specific social domains such as health, education, employment, welfare, and judicial judgments, the modern secular state significantly expands the pastoral power previously exercised by the Church. Individual confessions are now demanded by each of these institutions as a means of exercising the state's pastoral power; or what equally translates as a means for ensuring the self-disciplined adherence of individuals to the legally encoded guidelines set down by the nation-state. The pastoral power exercised by the Church, and later by the public institutions of the modern nation-state, is thus characterized as an individualizing power; that is, as a system of power which produces us as individuals through the technique of self-discipline. The state's pastoral power is continually reinforced through its integrative, totalizing effect; an effect produced through self-disciplinary techniques of normalization. The application of these techniques is thus entwined with the modern claim to individual freedom. This double-edged ambivalence in the exercise of modern disciplinary power may be read as a political analogue to the modern epistemological aporia of 'man' as both the subject and object of knowledge. Creating ourselves as modern individuals with a claim to power, we simultaneously acquiesce in the ever more integrative web of normalizing power relations set up by the modern nation-state. Against what he calls this 'double bind' Foucault suggests that, in order to free ourselves from the nation-state, we must refuse the form of individuation that the nation-state requires of us.32

This brings us to the question of how Foucault understands the exercise of power and what this might mean for any attempt to go beyond the modern power/knowledge relations which produce us as socially normative individuals. Foucault firstly distinguishes the exercise of power from relations of communication and any technical capacity to finalize objective ends. For these, Foucault argues, are more precisely effects of power. To interpret either of these modalities or their relationship as an exercise of power would mistake power as something existing in itself or as belonging to particular individuals or groups. Rather, the exercise of power, according to Foucault, is -


... a total structure of actions brought to bear upon possible actions; it incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier or more difficult; in the extreme it constrains or forbids absolutely; it is nevertheless always a way of acting upon an acting subject or acting subjects by virtue of their acting or being capable of action. A set of actions upon other actions.33



This means that the exercise of power does not negate the freedom of those at whom it is directed. Indeed, similarly to Hegel, the freedom of others is the very condition of possibility for the exercise of power. Those over whom power is exercised remain capable of acting for themselves in possibly unforeseen, yet socially circumscribed ways. Hence freedom, like power, no longer signifies some unchanging, essential condition, but rather an ever-changing relation of strategic provocation and struggle. Yet the exercise of power cannot be reduced to a confrontation of free parties; for confrontation is only an effect of power relations. The exercise of power is 'less a confrontation between two adversaries or the linking of one to the other than a question of government'.34 As the exercise of power, 'government' is here understood as a process which 'structure[s] the possible field of action of others'.35


I intend this concept of 'govemmentality' to cover the whole range of practices that constitute, define, organize, and instrumentalize the strategies that individuals in their freedom can use in dealing with each other.36



As actions strategically brought to bear on the actions of others who may in turn take action, Foucault indicates the always potential reversibility of power relations. The resistant exercise of power reveals an agonistic reciprocity of 'permanent provocation'. Each strategy is designed to test the limits of the self-governing agonism against which it is aimed and will potentially modify the particular conduct of that self-governing other. Just as any historically stable relations of power may develop into a destabilizing multiplicity of strategies, so too the latter may result in a new set of dominant power relations. Foucault notes that while an analysis of power relations does not of itself concern the question of confrontation, once viewed from the perspective of strategic struggle such confrontation becomes all too evident.


The consequence of this instability is the ability to decipher the same events and the same transformations either from inside the history of struggle or from the standpoint of the power relationships. The interpretations which result will not consist of the same elements of meaning or the same links or the same types of intelligibility, although they refer to the same historical fabric and each of the two analyses must have reference to the other.37



What both analyses make clear, Foucault continues, is that '[d]omination is in fact a general structure of power'.38 Whether viewed from the perspective of strategic struggle, where eventual domination is the consequence of a long-standing confrontation between adversaries, or from that of power relations, where domination may give way to resistant strategies and confrontation, both types of intelligibility show the historical interdependence of domination and strategic struggle. This interdependence does not arise through any a priori metaphysical truth concerning the nature of 'man', however, but through a genealogically discernable recurrence of power relations. For this reason, Foucault argues, 'there is no escaping from power, ... it is always-already present, constituting the very thing which one attempts to counter it with.39 In effect this always potential reversibility of domination and resistance mirrors the ontological immanence of fate within power/knowledge relations.

Despite emphasizing the discontinuous multiplicity of historical eruptions emerging from that indeterminate 'nonplace' of history, Foucault nevertheless fails to avoid the dissolution of difference between domination and resistance. For if our strategically developed resistance to an historical set of power relations is only ever an already circumscribed possibility within these relations of power, then the very strategies of resistance themselves remain historically produced effects of those relations. In other words, while we are produced and administered by discourses and disciplinary techniques peculiar to sovereign, democratic relations of power, even to the extent of claiming to be free, it is not clear how our historically inscribed resistance achieves any strategic purchase within or against those relations of power. From this perspective the reversibility of prevailing power relations and strategic resistance appears more like an indeterminate merging of both to the point where their difference fades. In effect the ontological immanence of fate within power/knowledge relations re-appears at the level of strategic struggle as the indeterminate identity of resistance and domination. What indirectly confirms this identity as it manifests in the analysis of power relations is Foucault's reluctance to elucidate precisely what drives this investigation, apart from referring to some indeterminate ontological will to truth. Indeed the ontologically inscribed difference between domination and resistance qua fate is no less an attempt to foreclose on any claim to universal history; and this, ironically enough through the continual emergence of new forms of domination. Moreover, the ontological sanctification of Foucault's nominalist genealogy of power/knowledge relations amounts to 'the naked affirmation of what is anyway - the affirmation of power'.40 Adorno also notes that 'where consistent enlighteners absolutize nominalism - instead of dialectically penetrating the nominalist thesis too - they recoil into mythology.41 What is mythologized in Foucault's analysis of power/knowledge relations is just that eternal recurrence of fate.

While he emphasizes the technical and strategic aspects of the exercise of power and so differs in this way from traditional theories of power, this does not diminish the quasi-transcendental character of Foucault's ontological commitments. For within Foucault's philosophy of history the always potentially reversible relations of domination and struggle at once constitute an ontological or trans-historical law of fate. Furthermore, despite having renounced the transcendental reason of Kant's anthropological subject, such thought nevertheless survives in the very judgement that postulates an historical ontology of fate. In other words, Foucault's ontologically grounded genealogy of power/knowledge relations cannot avoid the conceptual metaphysics of a thinking subject despite his ontological transcription of that metaphysics as an indeterminate 'non-place' of power. Just as structuralism and positivism claim to evacuate any subjective variable in their methodological apparatus, so too the ontological significance of power/knowledge relations has been ascertained according to a transcendental ratio which denies its very presence. In his attempt to break away from the reified condition of the empirical subject occasioned by its transcendental double, Foucault, like Heidegger, ironically upholds an ontologically sanctioned history, a reifying mirror of perpetual domination and struggle. Moreover, having presented all our thoughts and actions, whether compliant or resistant, as the historical effects of contemporary power relations, Foucault's own thinking remains without any more critical status than that of a particular effect produced by these same relations of power. In his late article 'What is Enlightenment?' Foucault attempts to extricate himself from the reifying implications of this historical circularity by claiming that what is at stake in the question of freedom is its radical decoupling or 'disconnection' from the modern relations of power which otherwise produce it.42

Politics and Ethics

Foucault's attempt at disconnection is already evident in his rejection of philosophical anthropology's conceptually governed will to truth, as also in his turning away from the political anthropology of neo-Marxism with its singularly economic interpretation of relations of power. Economic class differences theoretically disappear in what Foucault presents as multiple intersections of the effects of power and localized strategic resistance.43 Yet, as Foucault remains uncomfortably aware, his genealogical analyses of madness, sexuality and the penal system remain caught within the reproductive immanence of those same relations of power. Foucault nevertheless describes his work in these domains as ethical problemizations with critical implications for contemporary political relations of power.44 Clearly ethics is now interpreted as an ever-changing politics of truth; a politics which Foucault explicitly elaborates as a mode of ethical self-relation. With this politics of truth, developed through a genealogical investigation into previous modes of ethical self-relation in the second and third volumes of The History of Sexuality, Foucault makes his final move to escape the contemporary relations of power in what he now calls an historical ontology of individual conduct.45

The historical ontology of individual conduct, Foucault argues, is distinct from what he earlier referred to as the exercise of power. '[T]his idea that one must know oneself, i.e., gain ontological knowledge of the soul's mode of being, is independent of what one could call an exercise of the self upon the self'.46 The latter, Foucault argues, is a psychological mode of self-relation and is thus an immediate effect of power. As such it remains trapped in contemporary relations of power. The historical ontology of individual conduct, however, seeks to uncover the cultural limits which constitute the truth of our modern soul or mode of ethical being. This does not make such an investigation any the less an exercise of power; what is different, however, is its specifically cultural and aesthetic orientation. Indeed Foucault develops this historical ontology of individual conduct with extensive reference to the aesthetically evaluated ethics of self-care practised in ancient Greek and Roman culture. The reason for this, Foucault explains, is that


From Antiquity to Christianity, we pass from a morality that was essentially the search for a personal ethics to a morality as obedience to a system of rules. And if I was interested in Antiquity it was because, for a whole series of reasons, the idea of a morality as obedience to a code of rules is now disappearing, has already disappeared. And to this absence of morality corresponds, must correspond, the search for an aesthetics of existence.47



What thus becomes necessary for the modern soul, Foucault maintains, is an aesthetically evaluated ethics of personal conduct, or what, in this final phase of Foucault's writing, is developed as an ethico-aesthetic politics of truth.

The historical ontology of individual conduct has four principal modes of interrogation.48 The first concerns the ethical substance of individual being. Whereas the ethical substance of ancient Greek life consisted in acts both of pleasure and desire, for the modern anthropological subject that substance, Foucault contends, is merely desire. The second level of interrogation concerns an individual's form of subjection. With the Greeks, this involved a self-disciplined adherence to a personally formulated aesthetics of beauty. In the modern period, however, subjection occurs through the rational formalities of a self-reflexive moral reason. The third mode concerns the techniques of self-conduct or subjectivization. Both for the ancient Greeks and the modern subject the primary technique of subjectivization is that of self-disciplined conduct. Contrary to the modern life-denying implications of that technique, when governed by the self-reflexive rule of moral reason, for the ancient Greeks that technique, under the rule of pleasure and beauty, was altogether life affirming. The import of that technique ultimately depends on the telos of the self s ethical relation to itself. This is the fourth mode of interrogation. With the Greeks this telos involved an aesthetically evaluated care for the self. However, with the modern subject, that telos of ethical conduct, namely freedom, at once entails compliance with a universal code of moral reason. Freedom, within these limits, Foucault argues, is paradoxically a denial of freedom. In light of his detailed historiography of ancient Greek and Roman ethics, Foucault suggests how a self-relating ethics may avoid falling into that life-denying paralysis engulfing the modern anthropological subject.

In order to practice freedom without the self-negating constraints of a rationally necessary moral law, Foucault explores an ethics whose telos, similarly to the ancient Greeks, is an agonistic, self-caring freedom, and whose ethical substance and mode of subjection, again like the Greeks, consists in aesthetically governed acts of pleasure. While Foucault analyses the exercise of self-care practised by the Greeks as a way of contemplating how we might exercise our freedom today, our current mode of subjection may be ascertained only in terms of the contemporary relations of power that govern us. Accordingly, Foucault strategically reinterprets our current mode of social subjection, no longer in terms of any transcendental moral law, but rather as the critical ethos of modernity. Somewhat ironically, the historical inauguration of this critical ethos, this modern mode of subjection, is already evident, Foucault maintains, in Kant's essay 'An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?'.49 'It is in the reflection on "today" as difference in history and as motive for a particular philosophical task that the novelty of [Kant's] text appears to me to lie'.50 While acknowledging the pivotal significance of this historical reflection, this perpetual questioning of the present, which propels us towards new modes of being, Foucault nevertheless proceeds to reshape its contemporary significance. Whereas Kant identifies critical reflection with a moral disposition towards rational historical progress, Foucault re-interprets the import of critical reflection as a strategic response to the eternal recurrence of domination and struggle. From this perspective, critique can no longer be practised according to Kant's rationally universal, normative moral standard; a conceptual ratio through which moral actions may be deemed true and legitimate. Rather, critique is carried out with a view to establishing a strategically advantageous position for an individual or group within a current set of power relations. Hence, Foucault states


criticism is no longer going to be practiced in the search for formal structures with universal value, but rather as a historical investigation into the events that have led us to constitute ourselves and to recognize ourselves as subjects of what we are doing, thinking, and saying.51



These investigations are not designed to outline a metaphysics of comfort or self-assurance, but, in so far as they allow us to distinguish between what we are and what we may become, they 'give new impetus, as far and as wide as possible, to the undefined work of freedom'.52 Accordingly, the contemporary techniques of ethical self-creation or subjectivization, which become possible through Foucault's genealogical mode of historical investigation, are now decisively altered. They are no longer elucidated on the basis of an ambivalently rational and desiring anthropological subject, but through the dispersed ironies of a modernist aesthetic.

The French poet Baudelaire had first articulated that aesthetic, and did so, according to Foucault, through the ironic heroism of the dandy. For Foucault, the critical ethos of modernity, is thus a merging of Kant's historical reflection on the present and the ironic heroism of a modernist aesthetic. This aesthetic, Foucault argues, has the capacity to dissolve the modern metaphysics of power as well as the utopian character of freedom sustained by the anthropological discourse of idealists and materialists alike. Avoiding the metaphysical implications of a freedom with Utopian overtones, Foucault indicates that the process of ethical self-creation, or what he considers a critical transgression of contemporary relations of power, remains altogether experimental; an experiment with freedom. Foucault acknowledges, however, that such an experiment is in constant danger of falling foul of more encompassing relations of power which escape our critical perspective. As a result he admits that no decisive account of our historical limits and their possible transgression is ever attainable. We are thus continually at risk of having to recommence the difficult task of self-creation in the face of ever recurrent failure.

Hence, in order to survive, he argues, a certain attitude is necessary. This attitude concerns a new mode of subjectivization or self-creating, self-disciplinary technique that will withstand the debilitating effects of the contemporary relations of power that otherwise produce us.


[B]y 'attitude', I mean a mode of relating to contemporary reality; a voluntary choice made by certain people; in the end, a way of thinking and feeling; a way, too, of acting and behaving that at one and the same time marks a relation of belonging and presents itself as a task.53



Foucault goes on to illustrate this attitude in terms of a distinction drawn by Baudelaire between the nineteenth-century characters of the dandy and the flâneur. Unlike the flâneur, whose attitude is merely one of disinterested curiosity, who strolls idly through time recording no more than passages of circumstantial pleasure, the dandy heroizes the present, albeit in a distinctly ironic fashion. For while the dandy seeks the heroic glow of permanence and eternity in the present, this becomes apparent only in the most fleeting, evanescent moments of passion and beauty. The discontinuous, chance-like occurrence of these moments ironically undercut the heroic desire for permanence. The dandy is nothing less than an aesthetic parody of the hero. The dandy's ironic heroization of the present is an aesthetic relation of the self to itself; a relation of beauty in which the self becomes its own ephemeral object with the aesthetic task of re-shaping life as though it were a work of art. This ironic production of the self by itself as art at once involves what Foucault calls an 'indispensable asceticism' or self-disciplinary control of the techniques employed in this production. Techniques for living, the self-disciplinary strategies which constitute an agonistic expression of freedom, are analogous to those multiple creative techniques employed by an artist. Here the relationship of life to art and art to life is one of indeterminate difference; an indeterminacy, however, which enables an anarchistic pleasure, an ethico-political freedom of the self, through the capacity to adopt a multiplicity of styles and perspectives. Hence the dandy is not so much confronted with uncovering an essential truth to moral life, but rather engages the world with a view to ever freely re-inventing h/erself through an aesthetic process of self-critical, strategic heroics.

This strategic mode of self-government does not involve a direct application of force with respect to the body and thoughts of others. It carries rather an indirect effect on others through the exemplary influence of a subject's own self-relating actions. A subject's exercise of power within a specific field of power relations is thus an agonistic response to those relations. As indicated earlier, Foucault attempts to escape the circular implications of power/knowledge relations through just this self-governing, agonistic exercise of power. For what is at stake in our contemporary historical context, Foucault argues, is the radical decoupling of self-government or individual freedom from the power relations that otherwise produce it. The ironic heroization of the dandy, the transfiguration of life as a work of art, is said to achieve just that decoupling.


This ironic heroization of the present, this transfiguring play of freedom with reality, this ascetic elaboration of the self... does not... have any place in society itself, or in the body politic. They can only be produced in another, a different place, which Baudelaire calls art.54



While Foucault's writings may be viewed as an ethico-aesthetic elaboration of his own life as art, an aesthetics which steps beyond the totalizing effects of contemporary power relations, he nevertheless acknowledges the capacity of those power relations to disorganize or make contingent all attempts at self-creation. Similarly, knowledge articulated through the genealogical perspectives of an ethico-aesthetic self, Foucault argues, is never complete or total. Hence the project of ethical self-creation always remains experimental. From this perspective, Foucault's earlier claim to dissolve the anthropological ambiguity of the cogito and the unthought breaks down; for this ambiguity now re-appears as the recurring, and so unavoidable limit in Foucault's historical ontology of ourselves as ethical beings with a claim to freedom. In rebutting this objection, however, Foucault simultaneously works against any radical decoupling of ethico-aesthetic freedom from the power relations creating it. Indeed contrary to any decoupling of self-governing aesthetic practices irom relations of power, Foucault also states in a contemporaneous paper concerned precisely with this relation, that


if I am now interested in how the subject constitutes itself in an active fashion through practices of the self, these practices are nevertheless not something invented by the individual himself. They are models that he finds in his culture and are proposed, suggested, imposed upon him by his culture, his society, and his social group.55



Here the purported decoupling of power/knowledge relations and the agonistic exercise of caring for the soul appears more like an indeterminate merging of both. In effect, Foucault's historical ontology of individual conduct again raises the ambiguity of a self-articulated freedom that is at once distinct from and yet indistinguishable from the relations of power producing it.

What underwrites this indeterminate difference between social relations of power and a self-caring freedom, and what enables the constant reversibility of domination and resistance, is the historical ground on which Foucault establishes the very possibility of critique. Unlike Nietzsche and Adorno, for whom critique arises, at least initially, through an affective repulsion from the relations of power in which they are situated, with Foucault the motivation for critical resistance arises primarily by way of an historical belonging to the modern cultural ethos of freedom. Foucault, as cited earlier, speaks of a 'mode of relating to contemporary reality ... that at one and the same time marks a relation of belonging and presents itself as a task'.56 In effect this critical task of self-transfiguration becomes necessary in so far as we are unavoidable participants in the modern ethos of freedom. The heroic irony of the dandy, that exemplary attitude of critical parody guiding Foucault's own modernist critique of the present, is articulated precisely according to this cultural imperative. In other words, critical resistance to modern power relations is nothing short of an already circumscribed necessity within those same relations of power. Freedom is thus no longer a liberation from what had been construed as the negative effects of power, but rather a positive act of ethical self-invention according to self-articulated, yet historically prescribed ethical and aesthetic values. Accordingly, the notions of freedom and power no longer form a negatively determined, critical relation to the other, but manifest a decidedly self-supporting, if not indeterminate similitude in the historically prescribed agonism of modern self-creation. To argue that the ethico-aesthetic mode of self-relation is not complicit with the power relations that produce it, exploits the indeterminacy of that relation and creates the aporia of a utopian path to freedom.

Despite arguing that the idea of resistance to those relations of power which otherwise produce us is misconceived when understood as an oppositional or confrontational posturing, Foucault nevertheless appears on occasion unable to shake off the negative implications of critique. Rebecca Comay draws attention to this when speaking of Foucault's


rhetorical ... appeal to the terms of traditional activism. He speaks of seizing the rules, wresting them from their guardians and converting them from instruments of oppression into instruments of release. He wants to turn power against its keepers. He speaks in emancipatory terms: revolt and rebellion, human rights and dignity, as when talking about his visit to Attica, or commenting on the Iranian revolution - the very terms he otherwise renders problematic and disturbed.57



While Foucault, as noted earlier, does not eliminate the possible formation of a negative, confrontational resistance to relations of power when dealing with the exercise of power, he nevertheless dismisses this oppositional view when speaking from the ontological perspective of power/knowledge relations. Similarly, the ironic heroism of a modern agonistic aesthetics emphatically precludes such oppositional posturing. The dandy's going beyond the relations of power otherwise producing him does not negate those relations but ironically re-affirms them. Again, when Foucault argues that the idea of sexual liberation from the repressive effects of modern relations of power is based on the mistaken Freudian concept of an essentially desiring sexual agent, he maintains rather that what has become necessary is a freeing of the body and its pleasures from the negative effects of a proliferation of discourses on sex-desire. Foucault's failure to appreciate what Herbert Marcuse elucidates as a 'polymorphous sexuality'58 is at once indicative of Foucault's further failure to appreciate the repressive hypothesis as having anything more than negative implications. Yet the repressive hypothesis, otherwise interpreted as the super-ego's internalization of social norms, has a decisive role in the psychic construction of the historical subject-ego. That construction, as Marcuse points out, occurs on two distinct levels, which he refers to as basic and surplus repression.59 While the former creates us as subjects with a capacity for polymorphous pleasures, the latter restricts that pleasure for the sake of producing socially submissive subjects. While ignoring this distinction, Foucault nevertheless denies, at least in theory, the negative, disabling affects of surplus repression. What has occurred, he argues, is the discursive construction of a subject that remains all too centred on desire. In effect, without being grounded in the affective effects of repression, Foucault's only ground for resistance is a sense of historical or discursive belonging to the critical ethos of modern culture. Under these circumstances, however, Foucault's agonistic ethics of freedom falls back within those relations of power which it ironically seeks to transcend.

When Foucault discounts in theoretical discourse the negative effects of oppression and repression with his anti-Marxist and anti-Freudian posturing, and when he rejects any utopian idea of freedom, on the grounds that freedom is always already produced through those relations of power, he cuts off the possibility of radical social critique. The ontologically prescribed indeterminacy of freedom's relation to domination results in a critically impotent aporia. Resistance wilts as nothing more than heroic parody, a homeopathic remedy or 'shaman's cure', as Vincent Pecora describes it,60 which disguises the extent to which our lives remain oppressed by contemporary economic and political relations of power. The self-disciplinary, ascetic techniques of caring for the soul mask the negative affects of surplus repression not to mention the racial, economic and gendered oppression of large numbers of human beings. While Foucault chose to speak out against such practices, his theoretical articulation of modern political resistance points principally to exemplary, aesthetic strategies of ethical self-invention. Foucault's politics of truth thus deploys ironic masks of freedom while leaving intact just those relations of economic and political power that culturally inscribe in us the illusory claim to an already actual freedom.
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D2.
 Communicative Morality and Critical Hermeneutics: Habermas

Introduction

In stark contrast to Foucault's agonistic politics of ethico-aesthetic truth, Habermas develops a communicative, intersubjective politics of moral-rational truth. Despite these differences, what similarly underlies their respective politics of truth, or what makes that truth the truth of freedom, is no longer a philosophy of consciousness but a philosophy of language. For both defend the role of language in the actualization of freedom. Nevertheless the manner in which language shapes their respective politics of truth remains entirely different. With Foucault language operates as a strategic and aesthetic form of ethical action upon the self. Foucault articulates the relation between language and freedom in terms of aesthetically evaluated techniques of caring for the self. He considers this agonistic freedom of ethical self-management as the politically pragmatic manifestation of a self-constructed aesthetic truth; a truth unconstrained, moreover, by any transcendental moral laws. With Habermas, however, language forms an intersubjective medium for communicative action leading to social consensus. Habermas speaks of the relation between language and freedom in terms of the universal-pragmatics of formal, communicative speech. That is to say, Habermas grounds the possibility of freedom in certain performative principles of communicative understanding without which social consensus, he argues, could not occur. These transcendental principles of communicative action are presented by Habermas as a far more substantial instantiation of freedom than what he considers the strategic relativism of Foucault's ethics of care.

Habermas' concept of communicative action claims to renew the project of Enlightenment articulated by Kant and by Hegel in his early writings. In particular, Habermas is concerned with revitalizing the Enlightenment notion of a self-critical public sphere; albeit now in terms of a philosophy of language rather than what he considers the aporia ridden philosophy of consciousness. Accordingly, in the context of intense public protest during the late sixties, Habermas argues that '[t]he basis of enlightenment [is] tied to the principle of discussion free from domination, and solely to this principle'.1 Yet in light of the ever more dominant systems media of money and power, the intersubjective world of public discussion, he argues, has become distorted and impoverished. For the systems media of money and power have effectively colonized or subjugated the modern life-world of communicative interaction. Dependent on these media for its material survival, the communicative lifeworld, is invaded by a strategic, instrumental rationality through which these media operate. This fateful distortion of communicative action has meant that the Enlightenment ideal of free and unconstrained public discussion remains unactualized. In order to substantiate these critical claims, Habermas reconstructs an anthropological history of the developing relations between the life and systems worlds against the background of an ideal speech situation of undistorted communicative action. In other words, through this counterfactual ideal, Habermas sets up a normative model of public discussion against which actual social practices may be critically evaluated.

Although the idea of free and enlightened public discussion is taken from Kant, Habermas' idea of moral truth is no longer grounded in what he considers the already presupposed autonomy of Kant's solitary, self-reflexive subject, but rather in the universal pluralism of an uncoerced communicative consensus. As we remember from our earlier discussion of Kant, moral autonomy depends on the self-reflexive universalizability of an otherwise personal maxim. For just this reason, Habermas argues, the moral laws formed through Kant's categorical imperative are 'abstractly universal in the sense that, as they are valid as universal for me, eo ipso they must also be considered as valid for all rational beings'.2 This further indicates, Habermas maintains, that


[t]he positive relation of the will to the will of others is withdrawn from possible communication, and a transcendentally necessary correspondence of isolated goal directed activities under abstract universal laws is substituted.3



Habermas goes on to argue that Kant's categorical imperative thereby abstracts from the concrete universality of intersubjectively established communicative consensus. What this means, in effect, is that 'Kant expels moral action from the very domain of morality itself'.4 With Habermas' shift to the social normativity of consensual accord, to the validity of moral values established through intersubjective, communicative agreement, he relies heavily on Hegel's early but later abandoned, intersubjective dialectics of love, fate, and recognition. For here Kant's notion of individual autonomy is no longer simply assumed, but takes shape through an interactive struggle for mutual understanding and respect.

Hegel's eventual rejection of this intersubjective, communicative morality of mutual recognition, Habermas suggests, lay in his inability to reconcile the depoliticized individualism of modern civil society with that ideal ethical totality, evident for him in the popular religions of ancient Greek and early Christian communities.5 Yet when, in his later Philosophy of Right, Hegel claims to overcome the antagonistic, depoliticized individualism of civil society within the ethical totality of the then contemporary constitutional monarchy of Prussia, he does so through a subjection of the individual will to the moral values inherent in the laws of that sovereign state.6 Habermas argues, however, that these laws are no more than the manifestation of a self-legitimating state power; a power which thereby distorts the communicative capacities of the life-world. In so rejecting Hegel's late conception of moral normativity, Habermas reverts to a Kantian styled, transcendental analytic of moral normativity. This transcendental analytic transfigures the abstract universality of Kant's categorical imperative, however, through the more concrete universality of Hegel's early notions of mutual recognition and intersubjective agreement. For, in Habermas' view, the critical perspective he wishes to maintain against the modern systems media of money and power can be justified only by way of a transcendental model of universal communicative interaction. In contrast to the later Hegel, Habermas offers an outline of this transcendental, communicative model when he states


A different model for the mediation of the universal and the individual is provided by the higher-level intersubjectivity of an uncoerced formation of the will within a communication community existing under constraints toward cooperation: In the universality of an uncoerced consensus arrived at among free and equal persons, individuals retain a court of appeal that can be called upon even against particular forms of institutional concretization of the common will.7



Whereas Hegel regarded the individual as morally bound, without question, to the laws of the modern nation-state, Habermas argues that, under the communicative principle of consensus, already institutionalized moral norms remain open to criticism. Similarly to Kant's categorical imperative, the communicative principle of unconstrained consensus thereby acts as a regulatory principle, against which current moral values may be critically tested.

In view of his untimely death in 1969, Adorno's critique of Habermas' philosophy of communicative action is understandably limited. Nevertheless, as with Foucault, what I attempt here is an immanent critique of Habermas' position with a view to drawing out the aporetic weaknesses therein. As will become evident, I rely to a large extent on Jay Bernstein's Recovering Ethical Life during the latter part of this chapter. Adorno nonetheless made a number of critical comments with respect to the concept of communicative action. One of those comments reads


Whoever puts forward proposals makes himself into an accomplice. Talk of a 'we' one identifies with already implies complicity with what is wrong and the illusion that goodwill and a readiness to engage in communal action can achieve something where every will is powerless and where the identification with hommes de bonne volonté is a disguised form of evil.8



Another comment concerns the self-interested manipulative techniques at work in any intersubjective communicative context whose telos is consensus.9

Communicative and Instrumental Action

Habermas distinguishes communicative action from three other modes of action, namely strategic instrumental action, normatively regulated action, and dramaturgical action. Language, he continues, has a precise function within each of these forms of action. The function of language in strategic instrumental action is to reveal objective states of affairs. In normatively regulated action the function of language is to generate and maintain interpersonal relations according to already established moral values. With dramaturgical action language functions as an expressive medium for subjective experience. These three models of action, interpreted through their particular linguistic functions, retain a certain one-dimensional quality, Habermas maintains, since they each exclude the others with their fixation on a particular mode of relating to the world. In contrast, communicative action entails the critical coordination of all these modes of world-relation in so far as it 'takes all the functions of language equally into consideration'.10 In effect, Habermas argues


Only the communicative model of action presupposes language as a medium of uncurtailed communication whereby speakers and hearers ... refer simultaneously to things in the objective, social, and subjective worlds in order to negotiate common definitions of the situation.11



Simultaneously evident in the one utterance, the linguistic functions that reflect these three world-relations are said to form an interpretive framework for reaching intersubjective agreement. The linguistic function characteristic of communicative action is thereby presented as that of reaching unconstrained consensus with respect to these three world relations.

Each of these functions of language, Habermas further argues, involves a claim to moral validity with respect to their specific mode of world-relation. The validity claim inherent in language oriented to instrumental success, Habermas states, is one of objective truth. Where the function of language is to establish interpersonal relations, there is a claim to moral normativity. Finally, the validity claim present in the language of subjective expression has to do with the truthfulness or sincerity of its speaker. In the ideal speech situation, each of these claims is open to critical contestation through the discursive process of moral argument. Here speakers have an opportunity to rationally motivate others to come to a mutual understanding concerning the most appropriate moral values for coordinating social action.


Reaching and understanding functions ... only through the participants in interaction coming to an agreement concerning the claimed validity of their utterances, that is, through inter-subjectively recognizing the validity claims they reciprocally raise.12



While the criterion for reaching agreement is stipulated as the force of better argument, the validity of these claims is ultimately dependent on the unforced nature of that agreement. Habermas now goes on to outline certain formal, procedural principles that will ensure the possibility of unconstrained consensus. These principles are not to be confused, he insists, with purely logical principles that are also said to determine the truth of objective states of affairs. For the latter specifically underwrite the possibility of strategic, instrumental actions oriented to objective success. While Habermas here accentuates the difference between strategic, instrumental and communicative action, the principles that underwrite the latter will nevertheless need to be constructed in a manner analogous to those governing the former. For similarly to the non-contradictory, logical principles conditioning claims to a universal objective truth, the formal, procedural principles that allow for the validation of communicative claims must support the expression of those claims as universal laws of moral conduct.13

Analogous to an inductive principle which cognitively bridges the gap between observations and hypotheses, a principle of moral justification will need to bridge the gap between validity claims and those for whom they may become socially binding. Habermas thus requires a cognitive, moral principle that will ensure equal respect and care for the interests of all those entering this process of moral argumentation. He refers to this principle as the universalization or U principle. It states, as a condition of justification for any moral claim, that


All affected can accept the consequences and the side effects its general observance can be anticipated to have for the satisfaction of everyone's interests (and these consequences are preferred to those of known alternative possibilities).14



Since this principle appears Utopian in its universalism, and is thus, Habermas concedes, open to question, it too needs some form of justification. For obvious reasons this cannot occur by way of deductive argument, but must be gleaned from the very pragmatics of moral debate. Accordingly, Habermas goes on to indicate that the validity of this principle is assured in so far as the moral intuitions of universal respect and concern for the welfare of others, contained within it, are inescapably presupposed by anyone entering into moral argument. Stated otherwise, these moral intuitions are those of autonomy, responsibility, justice and solidarity. A categorical denial of these intuited values, since they are unavoidably presupposed in communicative interaction, would at once involve the speaker in a performative contradiction. Having thus grounded the universalization principle in the performatively non-contradictory practice of moral argument, Habermas is now in a position to stipulate an intersubjective, discursive principle against which validity claims to normative Tightness may be tested.


Only those norms can claim to be valid that meet (or could meet) with the approval of all affected in their capacity as participants in a practical discourse.15



The validity of a moral norm is thus determined according to the criterion of consensus. Once achieved, that consensus is morally binding. This discursive, deontological principle for testing the validity of moral norms could not stand alone, however, without risk of being unable to distinguish between an unconstrained or forced consensus. For this reason it remains tied inextricably to the regulative principle of universalization, which, since it reverberates with the values of mutual care and respect, ensures the unconstrained character of consensus. Along with the pragmatic presuppositions of moral argument, these deontological and cognitive principles form the core of Habermas' ethics of discourse. Together they constitute the formal, pragmatic conditions of possibility for communicative action oriented to mutual understanding.

In view of the analogous construction of these principles of moral justification to those of objective truth, it may appear that communicative action is as much teleologically geared or motivated as strategic, instrumental action. Indeed Habermas states that 'Reaching understanding is the inherent telos of human speech'.16 He nevertheless insists that we are not dealing here with any means-end rationality, with causally produced effects, as is the case, however, in all strategic, instrumental action. For communicative action oriented to reaching mutual understanding does not seek to intervene directly in states of affairs or situations in the world. Rather it seeks merely to come to an unconstrained consensus concerning those moral values through which social interactions may be coordinated in the interests of all. Yet speech acts are not always aimed at reaching mutual understanding, for speech can indeed be used as an instrumental means for strategically manipulating the behaviour of others. Now this would seem to undermine Habermas' claim that language is fundamentally oriented toward mutual understanding. Confronting this difficulty, Habermas argues that while certain strategically deceptive speech acts may appear to dispense altogether with any orientation to mutual understanding, they nevertheless depend on that orientation as 'the original mode of language use'.17 Habermas defends this claim by way of reference to Austin's distinction between the illocutionary force and the perlocutionary effects at work in any speech act. Habermas goes on to argue that the perlocutionary effects designed to persuade an interlocutor remain embedded in the illocutionary force that aims at mutual understanding.


... speech acts can serve this nonillocutionary aim of influencing hearers only if they are suited to achieve illocutionary aims. If the hearer failed to understand what the speaker was saying, a strategically acting speaker would not be able to bring the hearer, by means of communicative acts, to behave in the desired way. To this extent, what we initially designated as the 'use of language with an orientation to consequences' is not an original use of language but the subsumption of speech acts that serve illocutionary aims under conditions of action oriented to success.18



In other words, any speech act, while not necessarily pursuing illocutionary aims, nevertheless depends on a background context of pre-understanding achieved through the illocutionary force at work in that same act of speech. Habermas points out, however, that not all expressions with specifically illocutionary aims (for example those expressed as commands), form part of an action oriented to reaching mutual understanding. In the context of intersubjective moral argument only those involving criticizable validity claims create a situation that promises the possibility of undistorted communicative interaction.

What remains troubling in Habermas' account of the difference between strategic and communicative forms of action, however, is his claim to divorce absolutely the one from the other, and so too the linguistic functions peculiar to each. This exclusion becomes evident when Habermas transfers, without explanation, the linguistic function of revealing objective states of affairs, first attributed to acts of speech with strategic, instrumental import, to a constative mode of speech. This constative function of language is inherent in what Habermas now suddenly designates as conversational action.19 This re-alignment comes about, it would seem, as a result of his reference to Austin's distinctions between the locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary dimensions of speech. For certainly the locutionary function of speech, to make a constative or assertive claim concerning an objective state of affairs, does so more appropriately than the perlocutionary effects which, on the basis of Habermas' earlier distinctions, might still be associated with that function. Perlocutionary effects are now solely aligned with language oriented to instrumental, strategic success. In this somewhat disingenuous fashion perlocutionary effects are thus altogether extirpated from any communicative process of reaching mutual understanding. Yet this exclusion is emphatically underscored when Habermas states 'I count as communicative action those linguistically mediated interactions in which all participants pursue illocutionary aims, and only illocutionary aims, with their mediating acts of communication'.20 Moreover, as previously indicated, Habermas defends the exclusion of strategic, perlocutionary effects from the process of reaching mutual understanding on the basis that, unlike its counter-part, communicative action with illocutionary intent has no instrumental designs for altering the world. The mutual understanding achieved through illocutionary aims, Habermas argues, is directed merely towards an agreement about something in the world, or more precisely an agreement concerning the validity of some moral value. However, as Dreyfus and Rabinow point out, this exclusion of perlocutionary effects from language aimed at mutual understanding 'reduces language from its communicative to only its intellectualist function'.21

In view of the singular illocutionary intent of communicative action and the pragmatic presuppositions of moral argument, it is difficult to concede that any claim to normative Tightness could be criticizable other than if its propositional content were demonstrably false. In other words, with illocutionary intent as the sole constitutive force of communicative action, any grounds for criticizing another's claim to normative Tightness suddenly evaporate. Under these conditions, the 'inherent telos' of communicative action - mutual understanding - now ambiguously appears as an already achieved end. For what makes a normative claim criticizable are just those strategic differences in individual perspectives concerning the possible social consequences arising from a particular moral value. Now while Habermas acknowledges the necessity of negotiating consequences in his formulation of the universalization principle, he nevertheless passes over such considerations when discussing the coordination of social actions brought about through ideal communicative discourse. This not only becomes the source of a later difficulty concerning the absence of power relations in the lifeworld, as Honneth argues,22 but, in the present context, it also defuses the very possibility of criticizable validity claims. Hence it would now appear that communicative action is indistinguishable from normatively regulated action, serving merely to renew interpersonal relations on the basis of already accepted moral conventions.

This claim gains further substance in light of Habermas' shift from his earlier theory of knowledge-constitutive interests to that outlined above concerning the universal pragmatics of language or discourse ethics. Indeed the emancipatory interest at work in Habermas' earlier social theory would now appear defunct not only because of this shift but also since it necessarily implicates a strategic, teleological end. In his exclusion of any strategic, rhetorical effects from communicative understanding, the emancipatory function of the ideal speech situation has been decisively altered. Indeed that function is now limited in its application to the context of discursive argumentation.


In 1971 [Habermas] characterized the ideal speech situation as the prefiguration of a liberated form of life. The same formulation was used in his paper 'Wahrheitstheorien'. Most of Habermas' later remarks on the status of the ideal speech situation are devoted to retracing this infelicitous early formulation and to stressing an alternative conception, according to which the ideal speech situation is only an 'unavoidable presupposition of argumentation'.23



Without an emancipatory interest, Habermas' ideal speech community moves precisely within the confines of what he earlier designated as the practical interest of the historical-hermeneutic sciences. As Habermas then argued, 'hermeneutic inquiry discloses reality subject to a constitutive interest in the preservation and expansion of the intersubjectivity of possible action-orienting mutual understanding'.24 In effect the technical interest of the empirical-analytic sciences and the emancipatory interest of critical social theory are now absorbed under the comprehensive, universal pragmatics of the historical-hermeneutic science of communicative action.

Rationalization of the Lifeworld and Systemic Integration

Habermas' concept of the lifeworld is said to complement that of communicative action in so far as it contextualizes the latter within an already normative, taken-for-granted socio-cultural background. This communicatively established lifeworld background at once forms the interpretive horizon or limit of any communicative action oriented to mutual understanding.


Subjects acting communicatively always come to an understanding in the horizon of a lifeworld. Their lifeworld is formed from more or less diffuse, always unproblematic, background convictions. This lifeworld background serves as a source of situation definitions that are presupposed by participants as unproblematic. ... The lifeworld also stores the interpretive work of preceding generations. It is the conservative counterweight to the risk of disagreement that arises with every actual process of reaching understanding.25



Habermas' concept of the lifeworld thus involves the historical genesis of communicative understandings; or what he also refers to as the rational development of communicative learning processes. Correlatively, communicative action constitutes the very medium through which these lifeworld relations are symbolically reproduced or reinterpreted. Indeed the three differentiated, yet interconnected validity claims at work in communicative action form the structural framework within which any social lifeworld is reproduced. The locutionary or constative function of speech reproduces cultural knowledge through a claim to objective truth. The illocutionary function of speech achieves social integration through a claim to mutual understanding. The expressive function of speech establishes personal identity through a claim to truthfulness. These functional aspects of communicative action thereby disclose the structural components through which any lifeworld is reproduced.

Earlier communicative lifeworld concepts privileged one or other of these structural components and its social reproduction, and so failed to articulate their mutual interdependence. Schutz's phenomenological analysis of the lifeworld, for example, concentrates exclusively on the reproduction of cultural knowledge. In Durkheim's sociological studies the constant renewal or maintenance of a social community through social integration predominates. With Mead self-formative interaction processes leading to the establishment of personal identities constitute the dominant form of lifeworld reproduction. Habermas argues that only once the concept of communicative action is rooted in the simultaneous locutionary, illocutionary, and expressive aspects of speech could the functional interdependence of these symbolically reproductive components be made cogent from a communication-theoretic perspective.

A communicative lifeworld does not simply reiterate what is already known, however, but also develops that cultural knowledge in ways that will assist the historically changing demands for social integration and personal identity formation. Hence the lifeworld concept, if it were to remain socially relevant, would need to bring within its referential boundary the developmental logic of a collective learning process that is intimately tied to the 'directional variation of lifeworld structures'.26 In reconstructing this developmental logic, Habermas takes Piaget's developmental child psychology as an ontogenetic model. The structural genesis of a child's progressively decentred cognitive, moral, and aesthetic relations to the world, empirically evident in their developing linguistic competency, forms the framework through which Habermas explains the increasing differentiation of lifeworld components into independent systems of meaning through the phylogenetic learning processes of the communicative lifeworld. Habermas supports this procedure by drawing on the anthropological studies of Mead and Durkheim, where the increasing differentiation of lifeworld components had been identified in the historical development from archaic, tribal societies to traditional, state governed, and thence to modern democratic societies. These historical, anthropological shifts, Habermas argues, arise through the constant need to assimilate knowledge emanating from sources outside the dominant socio-cultural framework. This means that cultural worldviews become less reliant on already instituted social values; that interpersonal relations are generated independently of normative social practices; and that individuals become more critical and innovative with respect to cultural traditions. Cooperative processes of reaching mutual understanding then become necessary for the renewal of social integration through the reformation of universally accepted moral values. These processes of reaching consensual affirmation, Habermas argues, 'signal a release of the rationality potential inherent in communicative action'.27 This rationalization process reveals an increasing reflexivity toward lifeworld assumptions evident in the increasingly autonomous modern cultures of scientific, legal, and pedagogical expertise. Characteristic of this reflexivity is a detachment of formal, procedural principles and structural relations from these domains of modern lifeworld experience.

As a result of the historical rationalization of communicative lifeworld relations, or what Habermas also refers to as a 'linguistification of the sacred', social integration in the modern world occurs principally through communicative agreements as to the best possible coordination of social action.


[T]he further the structural components of the lifeworld and the processes that contribute to maintaining them get differentiated, the more interaction contexts come under conditions of rationally motivated mutual understanding, that is, of consensus formation that rests in the end on the authority of the better argument.28



Habermas defends this claim on the basis that the undifferentiated lifeworld structures in archaic, tribal societies do not require a communicatively achieved understanding on the part of participants. For their lifeworld is already normatively ascribed through ritualized, sacred practices to which they unquestioningly adhere. With the gradual differentiation of lifeworld components, however, the normative reproduction of these spheres, as noted above, becomes more dependent on a rationally motivated and cooperatively achieved consensus.


[T]he reproduction of the lifeworld is no longer merely routed through the medium of communicative action, but is saddled upon the interpretive accomplishments of the actors themselves. ... processes of mutual understanding ... have been largely detached from normative contexts and transferred over to rationally motivated yes/no positions.29



The socially integrative force of mythical and religious forms of normatively ascribed authority has necessarily given way, in view of communicative learning processes, to the socially integrative demand for rationally achieved consensus across each of the now differentiated lifeworld contexts.

When the concept of society refers solely to the self-interpretive performances of a group oriented to unconstrained consensus, however, any rupture in this communicatively sustained lifeworld can only be attributed to those same supposedly unconstrained communicative relations. Habermas articulates this paradoxical circularity both from the perspective of participants in communicative action and from that of a cultural anthropologist attempting to interpret a particular lifeworld situation in view of the communicative interactions of lifeworld participants.30 In the first instance, actors in a lifeworld are unable to distinguish between what might be self-generated action and what might otherwise remain the effect of socialization processes. In the second instance, a lifeworld is said to be accessible via the communicated knowledge of its members, yet the lifeworld conditions shaping that knowledge remain inaccessible when anthropological investigations revolve solely around expressed communicative interactions. The hermeneutic idealism generating these paradoxes, Habermas indicates, is sustained by three unsustainable presuppositions - that actors have total control over their actions, that cultural meaning or the lifeworld horizon is independent of any external constraints, and that lifeworld relations can be made altogether transparent. These paradoxes may be overcome, Habermas argues, once the communicative lifeworld is no longer interpreted directly through the communicative expressions of its participants, but rather as a 'boundary-maintaining system'.31 For only through such a systemic perspective, which first outlines the structural characteristics of historically different communicative lifeworlds, Habermas contends, can the counterintuitive aspect of systemic integration, through the anonymous media of money and power, become conceptually accessible or meaningful to participants engaged in communicative action. On the basis of these systemic boundaries, Habermas continues, it then becomes possible to develop a critical or depth hermeneutics that can identify pathological disturbances in the communicative lifeworld without paradoxically attributing the source of these disturbances to the communicative rationalization process itself.

Habermas' concept of society refers then not only to the communicative lifeworld and its cultural reproduction, but also to its economic and political reproduction through the systemic media of money and power. With Marx's analysis of commodity exchange in mind, Habermas now states that for participants in a lifeworld


their goal-directed actions are coordinated not only through processes of reaching understanding, but also through functional interconnections that are not intended by them and are usually not even perceived within the horizon of everyday practice. In capitalist societies the market ... is one of those systemic mechanisms that stabilize nonintended interconnections of action by way of functionally intermeshing action consequences, whereas the mechanism of mutual understanding harmonizes the action orientations of participants.32



When Habermas speaks of the 'functional intermeshing of action consequences' he is referring to the manner in which the systems media of economic exchange and administrative, bureaucratic power integrate the multiplicity of instrumental, purposive actions which reproduce the material conditions of the lifeworld. Distinct from the symbolic, communicative reproduction of the lifeworld, referred to as social integration, systemic integration, while governing the consciously projected renewal of the material lifeworld, is itself 'a nonnormative regulation of individual decisions [extending] beyond the actors' consciousnesses'.33

Similarly to Weber's theory of societal rationalization, albeit where the reproduction of the lifeworld is now interpreted through a communicative rather than instrumental form of action, Habermas goes on to outline a gradual decoupling of the life and systems worlds through the course of socio-cultural evolution. What drives this socio-cultural decoupling, Habermas maintains, is the rationalization of lifeworld components along with an interdependent increase in systemic complexity.


[S]ystem and lifeworld are differentiated in the sense that the complexity of the one and the rationality of the other grow. But it is not only qua system and qua lifeworld that they are differentiated; they get differentiated from one another at the same time.34



Habermas reconstructs the socio-cuitural evolution that leads to the modern decoupling of the life and systems worlds firstly in terms of a growing division of labour occasioned by functional, systemic requirements in the material reproduction of the lifeworld. For the material reproduction of the lifeworld, he argues, requires both the coordination of various instrumental, purposive actions and a regulated exchange of the objects produced through those actions. In archaic, tribal societies the systemic mechanisms of exchange and power remained closely embedded in kinship relations that in turn sustained the community's capacity to maintain its social and communicative integrity. For while the exchange of women and symbolic objects indicates a segmental differentiation within tribal groups, and the delegation of authority for coordinating instrumental, strategic actions indicates a stratification of society through descent groups, these processes of material reproduction operate strictly within a system delimited only by divisions of sex, generation, and descent. Once the role of authority is detached from the prestige of ancestry or descent, however, and is assumed through a political control of institutionalized legal procedures, the systemic mechanism of power takes form as a state administration that increasingly dominates communicative processes of action orientation. In societies organized around state power, the exchange mechanism develops according to a market-oriented distribution of goods. Money becomes the symbolic medium of exchange. This economic subsystem of exchange does not seriously impinge on the communicative lifeworld, however, until its systemic imperatives render it functionally independent of that state's political power relations. In modern times the systemic necessities of economic exchange have become so great that they effect a structural devaluation of the political role of the state and its administrative powers. The political and administrative power of the modern nation-state becomes, under these conditions, a mere function of sustained profitability and capital growth.

The evolutionary development of these mechanisms leading to an ever-greater systemic and lifeworld differentiation indicates an increasing complexity in forms of social interaction. These systemic mechanisms nevertheless remain rooted, Habermas argues, in the already institutionalized legal and moral consciousness of the particular lifeworld in which they appear. In other words, the mechanisms of systemic integration draw on and remain limited by the communicative capacities of the lifeworld in which they occur.


[T]he systems-theoretical perspective is relativized by the fact that the rationalization of the lifeworld leads to a directional variation of the structural patterns defining the maintenance of the system.35



As Habermas puts it in more socially specific terms


Every new leading mechanism of system differentiation must ... be anchored in the lifeworld; it must be institutionalized there via family status, the authority of office, or bourgeois private law. ... These basic institutions form a series of evolutionary innovations that can come about only if the lifeworld is sufficiently rationalized, above all only if law and morality have reached a corresponding stage of development.36



In setting out, in the second instance, the development of moral and legal conditions through which systemic differentiation itself evolves, and through which the life and systems worlds become ultimately uncoupled, Habermas adopts Kohlberg's taxonomy of preconventional, conventional, and postconventional levels of moral consciousness. These are then transposed, following Eder, onto the anthropological distinctions between archaic, traditional, and modern societies. With the preconventional moral consciousness peculiar to archaic societies, tribal sanctions, unlike those exercised in traditional, religious and modern legal contexts, require an atonement for the violation of norms that is not compulsorily enforced. Moreover, the responsibility for atonement is assumed collectively by the relations of kin. At this preconventional level of moral consciousness there is evidently no room for any distinction between processes of social and systemic integration. In the shift to a conventional or traditional, religious moral consciousness, however, those who deviate from accepted norms become singularly accountable to an external judicial authority. Here the judge is concerned with maintaining the legitimacy of the religious, legal order by delivering an enforceable sentence commensurate with the crime. The systemic development of a state organized political power, Habermas contends, will only occur within a society whose conventional moral consciousness requires this independent judicial figure. Here communicative processes of lifeworld orientation are partially taken over by the political power of the state and its judicial representatives. With the development of a postconventional moral consciousness, characteristic of modern bourgeois society, a split now develops between what Habermas calls private and public law. While the latter refers to the constitutionally embedded laws of state that enable democratic sovereignty, the former refers to civil laws concerning individual rights and entitlements. More precisely, these civil or private laws institutionalize the procedural mechanisms of economic exchange on the basis of an individual's sovereign capacity for a self-principled ethics of conviction and responsibility. Here the systemic function of state political power is confined to formal administrative, bureaucratic procedures that maintain and support the social integration otherwise achieved through bourgeois commodity exchange. Together these systemic media, and the instrumental, strategic rationality they advance, overrun the lifeworld's communicative capacity to orient social action.

In modern societies this decoupling of the life and systems worlds has developed to such an extent that the systemic mechanisms of economic exchange and bureaucratic, administrative power attain a quasi-autonomous steering capacity over the lifeworld.


Media such as money and power ... encode a purposive-rational attitude toward calculable amounts of value and make it possible to exert generalized, strategic influence on the decisions of other participants while bypassing processes of consensus-oriented communication. Inasmuch as they do not merely simplify linguistic communication, but replace it with a symbolic generalization of rewards and punishments, the lifeworld contexts in which processes of reaching understanding are always embedded are devalued in favor of media-steered interactions; the lifeworld is no longer needed for the coordination of action.37



While nevertheless anchored institutionally in the laws of the communicative lifeworld, the functional subsystems of money and power now operate independently of the moral values from which those laws were first derived. The intersubjective, communicative formation of moral values and personal identities gives way to the necessities of instrumental, strategic action stipulated by these anonymous, instrumental subsystems of economic exchange and administrative power. Lifeworld participants are thereby relieved of any need to come to a communicatively achieved agreement concerning moral norms. Having effectively usurped the role of consensus-oriented communicative action, these functionalist subsystems act as 'delinguistified media of communication ... [that] are consolidated and objectified into norm-free structures'.38 Dominated by these functional subsystems of money and power, 'society congeals into a second nature'.39 While the modern systems world of money and power supports the lifeworld through its material reproduction, the former's relentless, self-regulating, self-preserving mechanisms also overrun the lifeworld's communicative capacity for social integration through mutual understanding and consensus. At this point in social development, Habermas maintains


the irresistible irony of the world-historical process of enlightenment becomes evident: the rationalization of the lifeworld makes possible a heightening of systemic complexity, which becomes so hypertrophied that it unleashes system imperatives that burst the capacity of the life-world they instrumentalize.40



The systems world's mediation of the lifeworld, Habermas argues, is nothing short of an economic and administrative colonization of the communicative capacities of that lifeworld. The now differentiated components of the lifeworld are subject to economic and bureaucratic imperatives that block any concrete, communicative possibilities of socio-cultural renewal. This, Habermas maintains, results in various social pathologies ranging from distorted self-identities to cultural impoverishment and social anomie.

The historical uncoupling of life and systems worlds, of social and systemic integration, does not result in the obliteration of the former, however, nor in any hierarchical prioritizing of systemic over social integration. What has occurred in modern societies through this evolutionary development, Habermas insists, is a situation where both forms of societal integration stand in opposition to the other as autonomous spheres of action. This mutual exclusion of lifeworld practices, which reverberates with the formal distinction between communicative and instrumental action, throws up, however, what Honneth refers to as 'two complementary fictions'.41 The first concerns the absence of communicatively agreed orientations to normative action within organizations serving systemic needs. For the bureaucratic institutions and corporate bodies through which the systems world exercises its influence, Honneth argues, are not simply embodiments of an instrumental, strategic rationality devoid of communicative procedures. Management decisions regarding the action orientations of an organization are arrived at, in part at least, through a continual process of communication whose goal is unconstrained consensus. The second fiction emerging from Habermas' mutual exclusion of life and systems worlds concerns the absence of power relations, of strategically oriented political and economic claims, within the communicative sphere of consensual rationalization. For the communicative process of social integration cannot simply dispense with strategically oriented validity claims without undermining that which renders them criticizable or indeed different in any substantial fashion. Moreover, Habermas' power-free context of communicative action would enable the substitution of individuals for one another and their apparently 'competing' validity claims without in any way effecting the outcome of communicative understanding. Individual differences would here be absorbed in what Benhabib refers to as the symmetrical reciprocity of rights and entitlements, in the abstract universality of Habermas' 'generalised other' devoid of strategic interests.42

The Habermasian dualism of the modern life and systems worlds, underwritten by the formal exclusion of instrumental from communicative action, has the further unintended consequence of turning back against the communicative paradigm through which Habermas attempts to re-establish the possibility of intersubjectively shaped, lifeworld meaning. Here I am following in part an argument developed by Jay Bernstein.43 As noted previously, the integration of meaning and social practices evident in Habermas' communicative rationalization of the lifeworld is overrun by the procedural functionalism of a systemically induced instrumental rationality. That is to say, intersubjectively formed values, which constitute the meaning of lifeworld practices, are effectively neutralized through the overwhelming necessity to adhere to the modern procedural legalities of economic competition and to the formal guidelines of socially administering bureaucratic institutions. Detached from the value-forming, communicative processes of mutual understanding, these economic and administrative mechanisms begin to operate similarly, Bernstein argues, to the topic-neutral connectives that determine the validity of logical argument. Just as these connectives and their claim to validity override the empirical content on which they are premised, so too the systemic media of money and power 'syntactically trump', as Bernstein puts it, any communicative process of achieving intersubjectively shared lifeworld meanings. In maintaining, however, that the delinguistified functions of these media simply 'bypass' or 'replace' any communicatively generated lifeworld meaning, Habermas fails to articulate how these media actually intervene in communicative processes geared to mutual understanding. Honneth too has indicated that power relations, whether economic or political, do not pertain solely to the systems world, but occur precisely within communicative, lifeworld practices. In other words, delinguistified media do not simply take the place of communicative interaction. Rather, as Bernstein points out, they distort the very language enacted in communicative, lifeworld practices.


Methodologically this keeps issues of action determination, empirical motivation and participants' calculations fully bound up with the processes in which steering media are employed. More to the point ...it explains the distortions of money and power as logical-procedural, subsumption and trumping, rather than as simply marking a shift from one orientation (communication) to another (strategic and purposive).44



What underlies Habermas' failure to articulate the systems world's mediation of the lifeworld in this way is his overly rigid dichotomy of communicative and instrumental forms of action. Insisting on their mutual exclusivity, Habermas fails to perceive how his presentation of communicative action is itself distorted by the instrumental rationality of the systems world. Indeed the irresistible irony of Habermas' concept of communicative action is its re-enactment of just that procedural functionalism to which it otherwise objects. For when Habermas explicates the communicative procedures for achieving unconstrained consensus against the functionality of an instrumental, success oriented rationality, he merely repeats the decontextualized, topic-neutral formalism that characterizes the latter. What amounts to the dissolution of substantial social content in abstract formal rules, or to the substitution of ends for means, corresponds, in communicative reason, to the dissolution of meaning in the validating procedures of a communicatively achieved consensus. 'Communicative rationality thus appears [itself] to be an example of syntactical trumping'.45 The horizon of possible lifeworld meaning evaporates in a collective learning process whose only telos is to establish the consensual validity of unconstrained moral argument. In this respect Habermas' theory of communicative action reinforces the cultural nihilism it was otherwise designed to overcome.

A further irony appears with Habermas' insistence that, despite the modern decoupling of life and systems worlds, systemic imperatives arise through the communicative rationalization of the lifeworld itself. He thereby acknowledges that the impoverishment of communicatively shaped meaning is also partly attributable to the communicative rationalization of the lifeworld itself. Indeed the growing reflexivity of moral consciousness, which has led to the differentiation of lifeworld components, has also brought with it corresponding cultures of expert knowledge (viz. science, morality, and art) divorced from everyday communicative practices. Under these conditions, Habermas argues, everyday consciousness becomes fragmented, and is thereby less able to withstand the reifying encroachments of systemic demands. Hence while Habermas regards the modern differentiation of lifeworld components as rationally progressive, he also views that differentiation as the very condition that allows the functional subsystems of money and power to invade and mutilate the lifeworld's communicative capacities. These distortions are not so much the manifestation of any ideological, false consciousness, Habermas argues, but of a consciousness that has become highly splintered.


In place of 'false consciousness' we today have 'fragmented consciousness' that blocks enlightenment by the mechanism of reification. It is only with this that the conditions for a colonization of the lifeworld are met.44



From this perspective, Habermas' own theory of communicative action, with its specialized anthropological complexities concerning the evolutionary relations of the life and systems worlds, and its formal, procedural requirements for the validation of moral claims, would seem to be just such a condition for the further colonization of the lifeworld. As Bernstein comments, '[Habermas'] trisection of reason underlines and reifies the very fragmentation against which he is protesting'.47

Critical Hermeneutics and Dialectical Models

Despite the evident dualism of instrumental and communicative action, of the contemporary life and systems worlds, upon which the preceding critiques are predicated, Habermas nevertheless declares that a dialectical relation of reciprocal causality exists between these forms of action.


[T]he lifeworld is materially reproduced by way of the results and consequences of the goal-directed actions with which its members intervene in the world. But these instrumental actions are interlaced with communicative ones insofar as they represent the execution of plans that are linked to the plans of other interaction participants by way of common definitions of situations and processes of mutual understanding. ... The theory of communicative action takes into account the fact that the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld and its material reproduction are internally interdependent.48



Indeed, as our earlier discussion shows, Habermas does present a complex analysis of the evolutionary development of society understood as the mutual mediation of life and systems worlds. This dialectical evolution leads, however, to the radical decoupling of these worlds, at which point their dialectical or mutually mediating relations evaporate. For the systems world overruns or effectively displaces the communicative lifeworld to such an extent that the latter is relegated to a transcendental, ideal precinct altogether divorced from the interfering machinations of systemic integration.

Habermas insists, however, that this apparent transcendental/empirical divide between the ideal speech situation and the modern, systemically colonized lifeworld is precisely a dialectical relation no different from that defended by Piaget as the framework for his genetic structuralism. Piaget claims that the genesis and structural function of ideas within a particular science are dialectically implicated the one in the other.49 So too, Habermas contends, the genetic rationalization and functional, reproductive structures of the lifeworld are dialectically entwined in the procedural logic of communicative action.


[D]espite its purely procedural character ... communicative reason is directly implicated in social-life processes insofar as acts of mutual understanding take on the role of a mechanism for coordinating action. The network of communicative relations is nourished by resources of the lifeworld and is at the same time the medium by which concrete forms of life are reproduced.50



What undercuts this dialectical structuralist claim, however, is the systemically induced disappearance of communicative action oriented to mutual understanding from the modern lifeworld. While communicative action is implicated in the modern lifeworld insofar as it constitutes the outcome of an ongoing process of lifeworld rationalization, it nevertheless remains excluded from that systemically colonized lifeworld as a counterfactual, transcendental ideal. In other words, the actualization of this logic of communicative action, learnt through the cumulative rationalization of the lifeworld, remains blocked by the instrumentally governed media of money and power. It remains divorced from modern lifeworld practices insofar as it has not yet become a universal mechanism for coordinating social action. Habermas' analysis of modern lifeworld relations thus resembles an historical dialectic stopped dead in its tracks.

Despite what emphatically appears as the dualism of a transcendental communicative reason and a systemically colonized lifeworld, Habermas continues to emphasize his theory's dialectical method. He does this on account of the critical implications for modern lifeworld practices that arise through a deep hermeneutical reconstruction of lifeworld rationalization. Unlike the circular implications of traditional hermeneutics, resulting from its inability to go beyond the perspective of lifeworld participants themselves, critical or depth hermeneutics seeks to reveal underlying social structures that explain both the possibility and limitations of contemporary communicative actions. Critical hermeneutics thereby claims to identify, through structural analysis, any intrusive distortions which occur in the reproduction of the modern lifeworld and to articulate the communicative conditions through which the pathological effects of those distortions may be overcome. While resembling Marx's historical materialism through this critical hermeneutic reconstruction, Habermas nevertheless transforms the production paradigm of instrumental action and its incumbent teleological philosophy of history into an intersubjective communicative practice whose only telos is unconstrained consensus. With these conceptual changes, Habermas' historical materialism claims to present a dialectical analysis of the relationship between the lifeworld as a pre-reflexive background of already established meanings and beliefs, and the consensual validity or truth of communicative action made possible through the process of lifeworld rationalization. While distancing this re-articulated version of historical materialism from the already established identity of truth and meaning at work in Heidegger's linguistic historicism, Habermas states


Contrary to linguistic historicism, which hypostatizes the world-disclosing force of language, historical, materialism takes into account (as do, later on, pragmatism and genetic structuralism) a dialectical relationship between the world-view structures that make intramundane practice possible by means of a prior understanding of meaning, on the one hand, and, on the other, learning processes deposited in the transformation of world-view structures.51



Habermas thereby reinterprets historical materialism as the explication of 'an intrinsic connection between meaning and validity'.52 With Marx this relation had been governed by the paradigm of labour and production, where the question of validity was confined to issues of instrumental truth and efficiency. With the shift to the paradigm of communicative interaction, Habermas argues, the scope of possible lifeworld meaning expands. For moral and aesthetic meanings are also now made possible through the intersubjective relations leading to communicative consensus. In his discussion of lifeworld meaning, however, these questions gain no more substantiality than that of a growing differentiation between the structural components of the lifeworld - namely, culture, society, and personality. Similarly, in the ideal speech situation the question of meaning disappears in the procedural logic of unconstrained consensual validity. While Habermas, like Piaget, claims to assimilate empirical experience within reflexively abstract structural formations in order to identify the specific function or dysfunction of that experience within its particular lifeworld environment, the meaning of that experience emerges at best only in terms of its functional positioning within those structures. In effect, Habermas' notion of meaning abstracts from the experiential aspect of Marx's historical materialism - namely the suffering occasioned through alienating work practices.53 Meaning, for Habermas, does not arise through the self-conscious, conceptual mediation of sensuous experience. Rather meaning dissolves in the formal exclusion of that experience from the validating function of unconstrained consensus. Sensuous particularity disappears in the structural function of yes/no responses to moral claims seeking consensual validity. Moreover, Habermas' rejection of the Freudian dialectic of transference in favour of Piaget's genetic epistemology again indicates his unwillingness to engage with the affective dimension of individual experience as a mediating force in meaningful world-disclosure.54

Habermas' shift from a subject-centred dialectic to an intersubjective, communicative dialectic of action is particularly evident in his key notion of performative contradiction. Nevertheless, as Bernstein indicates, Habermas' concept of performative contradiction is modelled precisely on Hegel's concept of the causality of fate.55 This concept refers to what Hegel elaborates as the dialectic of ethical life, or what is, effectively, a struggle for mutual recognition. Hegel's famous illustration of this struggle is that of the master/slave relation.56 Here the master's failure to recognize the ethical autonomy of the slave at once becomes a failure to achieve the slave's uncoerced recognition of his or her moral responsibility towards the master. In other words, with the master's denial of the slave's autonomy, the community of labour and respect desired by the master is severely undermined. Hegel refers to this unintended consequence of the master's actions as the causality of fate. This dialectic of ethical life had been elucidated in Hegel's earlier work in terms of a broken relation between lovers and also in terms of the murderous denial of another's life. In both cases, the reciprocal recognition or community of understanding through which their self-identities had been shaped is now severely ruptured. The freedom sought through these diremptive actions turns back against those agents in an ever-deepening experience of self-alienation. With Habermas this dialectic of ethical life is couched in terms of a performative contradiction, or what amounts to a denial of those pragmatically unavoidable moral intuitions underlying all attempts to reach mutual understanding. That is to say, a denial of these intuitions - of autonomy, responsibility, justice and solidarity - performatively contradicts any attempt at uncoerced mutual understanding. Such a denial is as much a refusal to recognize the ethical autonomy of the one to whom it is addressed as it is a betrayal of the speaker's implicit claim to be recognized as a morally responsible being by that other. Hegel's causality of fate here translates as that speaker's unintended self-exclusion from the moral community to which they previously belonged.

When Habermas claims to make the paradigm shift from a previously dominant philosophy of consciousness to a philosophy of communicative language, the key element in this move is Habermas' substitution of the performative constraints of intersubjective moral argument for those at work in Hegel's dialectic of ethical life. What is disturbing in this transfer of the dialectical logic of ethical life to the communicative context of moral argument, however, is Habermas' dissolution of the ethical substance of Hegel's dialectic - despair, love, forced labour and domination - in the procedural formalities of consensual validity. Habermas extracts the performative rationality at work in Hegel's causality of fate and installs it as the transcendental ground of intersubjective moral argument. In so doing, however, he excludes those existentially concrete life relations that give this fateful dialectic its compelling force. As Bernstein puts it


abstracting [performative contradiction] as a procedure to a merely formal or logical use involves a suppression of the ground which makes it function; the existential concretion of ethical life cannot be distilled to its logical underpinning without bypassing the subjects who carry it out. Habermas' use of our 'socio-cultural form of life' in setting up his transcendental argument operates precisely this acknowledgment and suppression of ethical substantiality.57



This suppression of ethical substance occurs in the first instance with Habermas' claim that our moral relations to others are validated only through the communicative practice of reaching moral consensus. Here the inner dialogue of self-conscious reflection on sensuous ethical experience disappears in the formal, procedural grounds for achieving moral agreement. This means that Habermas' 'definition of morality is functional.... he integrates a wholly externalist perspective into his account of what participating in communicative action implies'.58 In the second instance, ethical substance is suppressed in Habermas' refusal of any telos other than that of consensual validity. In contrast to the early Hegel's phenomenological dialectic from which the logic of performative contradiction is abstracted, Habermas' communicative dialectic lacks any ethically substantial telos, and so too the tragic sensibility of Hegel's causality of fate. For Hegel the unintentionally thwarted goals of happiness, love, and recognition are what drive the dialectic of ethical life. The performative contradiction at work in Hegel's causality of fate becomes apparent only in view of these tragically distorted ends. With Habermas, however, these ethically substantial goals remain squarely on the instrumental side of the ledger, and are thereby excluded from the formal, rational telos of intersubjective agreement. In effect, Habermas' notion of performative contradiction loses any existentially self-defeating implications.

Habermas' communicative reason further fails to consider other just as valid, non-coercive, ethical actions, which have the advantage of not excluding strategic from communicative action. These actions are more ethically sound in their self-reflective mediation of affective experience than the formalized, procedural rationality of communicative interaction.


[W]here fundamental moral values are at issue, it could be claimed that expressive, symbolic and aesthetic presentations (e.g. draft card and bra burning, war photographs, etc.)... are more rational forms of interaction than rational argumentation itself.59



When measured against these other forms of symbolic and substantially filled out or strategic forms of communicative action, what Habermas understands by communicative action shrinks to a disembodied, abstract difference between purely rational claims to moral validity. Moreover, that intersubjective contexts of moral argument occur and are necessary does not of itself validate or legitimize any ensuing resolutions as Habermas infers; and certainly not if these contexts are in any way manipulative or coercive as Adorno suggests. When Foucault states in a seemingly Habermasian fashion that 'the rights of each person are in some sense immanent in the discussion',60 and that 'one must be against nonconsensuality',61 he nevertheless rejects the idea that moral claims are validated and made rational by way of communicative consensus. Indeed Foucault's point, Bernstein explains, is that 'ethical life can be acknowledged as de facto necessary without that giving it any de jure validity'.62

Modernity and Art

In line with Weber's understanding of the eighteenth-century project of Enlightenment, Habermas characterizes the cultural shift to Modernity


as the separation of the substantive reason expressed in religion and metaphysics into three autonomous spheres. They are: science, morality and art. These came to be differentiated because the unified world conceptions of religion and metaphysics fell apart. Since the 18th century, the problems inherited from these older world views could be re-arranged so as to fall under specific aspects of validity: truth, normative rightness, authenticity and beauty. They could then be handled as questions of knowledge, or of justice and morality, or of taste.63



With the institutionalization of these autonomous cultural domains through their growing rationalization as specialist, professional discourses, Habermas argues that an ever-increasing distance arises between these expert cultures and the everyday communicative actions of contemporary lifeworld participants. While not wishing to negate the autonomy of these domains, whose institutionalized differentiation he defends as an irreversible achievement of the modern lifeworld, Habermas nevertheless argues that 'the project of modernity has not yet been fulfilled'.64 For the developmental logic of communicative lifeworld rationalization, according to Habermas, now calls for a differential, albeit collective association of these domains; an association adumbrated in the simultaneous cognitive, moral and aesthetic claims expressed in any communicative speech act. The developmental rationality which suggests this link between the three inherent claims of communicative speech and the trisectional form of modern culture does not of itself, however, give everyday communicative action effective access to the specialized knowledge and rationality of these still autonomous cultural domains. The singular social condition through which this could occur, Habermas argues, would be a shift in the direction of modern socialization towards the responsibility and justice inherent in communicative action. As Habermas puts it, '[t]his new connection ... can only be established under the conditions that societal modernization will also be steered in a different direction'.65 In effect this means that the project of modernity would no longer be distorted by the systemically induced dominance of a strategic, cognitive-instrumental reason, but would turn towards the actualization of Habermas' ideal speech situation. Whether under these circumstances the communicative lifeworld would have better access to the hitherto specialist domains of scientific, legal and aesthetic knowledge remains debatable. Nevertheless, Habermas maintains that with the governing rationality of communicative action oriented to mutual understanding, the moral values of autonomy and solidarity, responsibility and justice would give rise to a genuinely democratic public sphere. If the coordination of social action were to occur under these conditions, philosophy would not only maintain its specialized, reflective relation to the expert cultures of science, morality and art, but, Habermas argues, it would also represent the interests of the communicative lifeworld. Philosophy would act as their common mediator - interpreting specialized systems of knowledge on behalf of the lifeworld while representing its intersubjective interests within these autonomous cultures of expertise.66

Despite the cognitive domain of scientific truth and instrumental technology coming under the direction of the moral domain of communicative consensus, the former nevertheless retains its autonomy; and this, Habermas argues, since the inner logic of both is procedural and universal in scope. In contrast, lacking any procedural techniques with which to gauge the universal validity of aesthetic claims, Habermas confines the truth potential of art and aesthetic sensibility to the measure of authenticity or truthfulness invoked through discursive speech.67 Not only is art deprived of any capacity to make sound cognitive and moral claims beyond those concerning its own authenticity, but, contrary to Habermas' express intention, the expressive-aesthetic domain thereby loses its autonomy.


The pragmatics of language ... determines a priori if not the content of art, at least the standard of measure by which it will be judged. Does not the primacy of communication interfere here with the inner logic of art? Habermas formally maintains his respect for the autonomy of art but, in fact, he subjects art to the logic of communication.68



In view of this difficulty Habermas later takes up Wellmer's point that, at best, the truth potential of art, whether cognitive, moral or aesthetic, can be expressed only metaphorically.69 Despite the ambiguity of this claim, its consequence, as Claude Piche again points out, is made clear in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, where Habermas makes no further attempt to ground aesthetic critique in the philosophy of communicative action. 70 Indeed, while defending the genre distinction between literary criticism and philosophy, Habermas now insists on the radical exclusion of questions of aesthetic taste from those of truth. This exclusion is manifest in Habermas' surreptitious replacement of aesthetic critique with the more normatively oriented claims of art criticism.71 Paradoxically, Habermas thereby recognizes, at least implicitly, the autonomy of art and aesthetic critique, albeit an autonomy already undermined through an unnecessary overburdening of Habermas' critical hermeneutics with speech act theory.72

The inclusion of art and aesthetic critique within the specifically modern trisection of cultural knowledge at once works towards its very exclusion from the otherwise dominant procedural rationality of universal cognition and moral normativity. While this exclusion is effectively a silencing of art's cognitive and moral claims, it thereby entails, Bernstein argues, a distortion of cognitive and moral reason.73 With Habermas this distortion occurs most evidently in his exclusion of individual need interpretations and questions of ethical self-identity from the universal communicative procedures for reaching mutual understanding. What this distortion amounts to, in more affective terms, is the exclusion of 'the claims of local reason and its objects, the others of universalist reason: nature, the human body, desire, the feelings, sensuous particularity'.74 These claims find their most articulate expression in art. Yet with the exclusion of art and aesthetic critique from the bounds of communicative reason, these claims need no longer be considered claims at all.

The respective autonomy of science, morality and art, which Habermas applauds as the irreversible achievement of modern lifeworld rationalization, is nevertheless paradoxically undercut when he assigns to philosophy the stand-in role of interpreter for each of these modern domains. In claiming to act as a necessary mediator between the communicative lifeworld and the specialized fields of science, morality and art, Habermas' philosophy of communicative action takes up the role of a comprehensive reason otherwise contradicted by its defence of these enlightened, cognitive boundaries.75
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E.
 Negative Dialectics of Freedom: Adorno

Introduction

My contention is that a contradictory politics of truth pervades the modern ethos of freedom. This contradictory politics emerges as the historically developed opposition of two major strands of thinking on the question of freedom - what I refer to as the opposition of a conceptual ratio and an existential poiesis. Furthermore, each of these strands of thinking manifests its own immanent contradiction with respect to the question of freedom. In effect, the conceptual ratio reveals a rationally over-laden articulation of freedom. Here the claim to freedom becomes a sign of unfreedom. Differently and yet similarly, the effect of existential poiesis on the claim to freedom is a radical indeterminacy, such that freedom remains indistinguishable from unfreedom. This indicates that both strands of thinking are enmeshed in aporetic claims from which they are unable to extricate themselves. Having brought out these ambiguities in the foregoing discussions, what remains is to articulate the manner in which both strands form a negative dialectics of freedom. Only thus will the potential for freedom remain open in face of the crippling, reifying effects of late capitalism's all but absolute social immanence.

What is theoretically at stake in articulating the negative dialectics of conceptual ratio and existential poiesis is not some over-arching unity which magically dissolves their differences. Rather my task involves the transfiguration of each as a specific form of negative dialectics through which their respective blind spots no longer disable the idea of freedom but more adequately support it. In the first instance, against the background of Hegel's conceptual ratio of subject and object, I outline Adorno's critical re-articulation of those relations through mimetic expression and conceptual parataxis. Here the somatic and aesthetic materialism defended by existential poiesis is given voice within the ratio's conceptual reflections. In the second instance, against the background of an existential poiesis of eternal recurrence and life affirmation, I consider Adorno's critical re-articulation of those relations through a secular metaphysics of the sublime in modern autonomous art. Here the conceptually determinate metaphysics of freedom, first given voice in Kant's conceptual ratio, takes on a critical function within the aesthetic truth of existential poiesis. In short, with modern art's evocation of the sublime, the capacity for metaphysical experience curtailed by existential poiesis is aesthetically redeemed; and likewise within speculative reason, the aesthetic experience of sensuous particularity cut short by the conceptual ratio is rescued. The negative dialectics of existential poiesis and conceptual ratio, given expression through both these perspectives, constitutes Adorno's speculative politics of freedom. Adorno articulates this utopian politics of freedom through what he refers to as the negative unity of philosophy and art.

Conceptual Ratio, Sensuous Particularity and Rhetoric

Dialectical experience, according to Hegel, concerns the mutual or reciprocal mediation of thought and being. Being is mediated by thought through becoming an object of thought. Moreover, as an object or expression of thought, being is transfigured as thought. What is qualitatively other than thought now has the singular and exclusive status of thought. From here, however, any possible mediation of thought by being reveals nothing more than the self-reflective relation of thought to itself. For despite being qualitatively other than thought, this nonidentical object determines thought only insofar as it is always already a self-reflected moment of thought. Hegel thereby dissolves the qualitative difference of thought and being in the absolute truth of a self-reflective reason. Having upheld the qualitative difference of thought and being in the opening chapter of The Phenomenology of Mind, Hegel at once disguises that qualitative nonidentity in a conceptual mask; and this for the sake of an indubitable claim to absolute knowledge.1 In so doing, Adorno argues


Hegel fails to do justice to his own insight. The insight says that even though the nonidentical is identical - as self-transmitted - it is nonetheless nonidentical: it is otherness to all its identifications. Hegel does not carry the dialectics of nonidentity to the end.2



In other words, the dialectical mediation of thought and being does not so much preserve their nonidentity but reduces being to thought. Here knowledge of the nonidentical object consists in nothing more than thought's self-confirming concept of itself as thought. As Adorno indicates, '[t]his is precisely what reduces the dialectics of nonidentity and identity to a mere semblance: identity wins over nonidentity'.3 The determining mediation of thought by its nonidentical object is altogether annulled. With the uncontested primacy thus accorded the conceiving subject, Hegel hypostatizes the function of conceptual mediation as the only possible relation of subject and object, of thought and being. It is just this determining universality of reason, its one-sided positivity, to which Hegel's formulas concerning 'the identity of identity and difference' and 'the negation of negation' make claim. This conceptual synthesis of subject and object is the tautological circularity of a thought that never leaves its transcendental point of origin. Accordingly, Hegel's dialectical concept of becoming is more properly the still point of what already is; namely, an ontological metaphysics of the eternal recurrence of reason.


What thus wins out in the inmost core of [Hegel's] dialectics is the anti-dialectical principle: that traditional logic which, more arithmetico, takes minus times minus for a plus. ...[yet] a negation of particularities... remains negative. Its only positive side would be criticism, definite negation; it would not be a circumventing result with a happy grasp on affirmation.4



Not only does the negative mediation of nonidentical being by conceptual thought remain negative or critical in character, Adorno argues, but that being is itself the determinate negation of thought's self-confirming presumption to have accounted for it wholly as a moment of thought. What needs to be asked at this point then is how thought may think the determinate negation of itself by the nonidentical object to which it refers, without reducing the latter to an aspect of its own self-reflected identity. Yet this raises a seemingly unresolvable dilemma, since it is only by way of conceptual thought that the determining force of this nonidentical other may find conceptual expression. Nevertheless, what is necessary to redeem the object's determining mediation of thought, without falling back into idealism, is just that which Adorno's negative dialectics attempts to unravel.

In order to dismantle the conceptual fetish for rational identity and synthetic positivity, it will be necessary to show how conceptual thinking is mediated by that nonidentical object to which it refers. In other words it will be necessary to reverse the conceptual reduction of the nonidentical object from within the concept's very claim to rationally objective, universal knowledge. The possibility of such immanent critique, of dismantling reason's apparent absolute immanence in the material, historical world, emerges through the contradictory qualities Hegel attributes to the universal world spirit. For this absolutely rational subject is said to adopt those same empirical characteristics of individuality and immediate being-in-itself whose untruth it had already soundly denounced. Indeed the spontaneity previously suppressed in the empirical subject now reappears as the qualitative ground of spirit's own self-determining character. For with spirit's historical embodiment in the then contemporary monarch of Prussia, spirit takes on the contingent character of an individual monarch's will. Yet this contingency had earlier been suffocated in the rational necessity of spirit's world historical trajectory. Hegel's universal spirit thus unintentionally discloses its determination by a nonidentical, empirical subject; an individual contingency supposedly sublated in the rational necessity of spirit's universal absoluteness. While it may be argued against this, that all particularity is not simply negated but also conserved through the Hegelian dialectic of sublation, the always potential reversibility of universal and particular subverts such a claim. For not only can Hegel's rationally necessary spirit universalize its own particularity when required, but, for the sake of reclaiming a determinate link to the empirical world, its universality may also be particularized in the sheer immediacy and spontaneity of an individual contingency.


The inherent reversibility of the identity thesis counteracts the principle of its spirit. If entity can be totally derived from that spirit, the spirit is doomed to resemble the mere entity it means to contradict; otherwise spirit and entity would not go together.5



There is further evidence of such reversibility with Hegel's qualification of the world spirit as a 'second nature'.6 For having argued that any natural condition forms a contingent and thereby inessential moment in the rationally necessary history of spirit, Hegel here reinstates this 'natural' inessentiality as an essential aspect of spirit's historical manifestation. What this reversibility demonstrates, Adorno argues, is the Hegelian spirit's incapacity to perceive its own production by bourgeois relations of exchange; objective social practices which spirit otherwise claims to produce.

The self-determining universal subject, which is Hegel's Absolute, is no less the spiritualized, philosophical reflection of what in practice it is not, namely the newly emergent sovereignty of the bourgeois nation-state. The dialectical identity of history and spirit is at once the philosophical mirror of a society governed by the universal principle of bourgeois commodity exchange - namely, abstract equivalence.


[I]n so far as the unity of consciousness is modeled after objectivity - that is to say, in so far as it is measured by the possibility of constituting objects - it is the conceptual reflex of the total, seamless juncture of the productive acts in society which the objectivity of goods, their 'object character', requires if it is to come about at all.7



Having styled itself after the bourgeois drive to master nature in the name of the species' continued self-preservation, the world spirit further manifests as an abstract constitutional claim to the universal legitimacy of bourgeois social relations. Yet in light of the ongoing subjection of the species to natural and historical forces beyond its control, the dialectical identity of history and spirit appears as an ideological cover for what continues to produce individual agony and social suffering. Hegel clearly fails to consider these socially determinate implications for the universally self-reflective identity of spirit and history, or what is equally the rational and real identity of theory and practice. For these reasons, Adorno argues


In the midst of history, Hegel sides with its immutable element, with the ever-same identity of the process whose totality is said to bring salvation. Quite unmetaphorically, he can be charged with mythologizing history.8



The mythological character of Hegel's world spirit's is evident insofar as this philosophy of spirit is an ideological restoration of history's apparently natural, unmitigated chaos.

The purpose of reversing the rationalized reduction of history to spirit, of showing the immanent, nonidentical mediation of Hegel's spirit by that which spirit otherwise claims to produce through its self-reflective cogitations, is not to raise these nonidentical social relations to an all determining status traditionally assumed by the concept. This type of reflectively unmediated materialism, already evident in the orthodox Marxism of Engels and Lenin, simply reproduces that empty conceptual posturing it was designed to overcome. In defending what he nevertheless calls the 'preponderance' of the object, the indissolubility of sensuous materiality in thought, Adorno is not asserting that such nonidentical being remains unmediated by a conceiving subject. On the contrary, this conceptual mediation is unavoidably present, he argues, in all claims to objective knowledge. The subject's inability to wholly subsume the object of knowledge within its conceptual categories, however, is just that which indicates something beyond the subject's phenomenological grasp; something radically other, which, despite the subject's mediating role, remains nonidentical with this subject.


[T]he concept of immediacy, points to that which cannot be removed by its own concept. Mediation makes no claim whatever to exhaust all things; it postulates, rather, that what it transmits is not thereby exhausted.9



Hume had also defended the object's material preponderance in his critique of the Cartesian cogito. What Hume's empiricism failed to appreciate, however, is that any discursive presentation of empirical experience occurs by way of conceptual categories that are qualitatively different from that experience. In other words, empirical experience does not carry with it a direct revelation of truth. Here the subject misunderstands its role as that of a passive reflector. This same misunderstanding, albeit in the form of a social Darwinism, is also evident, as just now indicated, in orthodox Marxism. It is equally apparent in positivist epistemology. For the experiential object of cognition, generally referred to by epistemological studies as the fact of bodily sensations, is recast in conceptual form, through a pre-determined methodological grid, as though there were no qualitative difference between them. The problem, Adorno indicates, is this


Sensation, the crux of epistemology, needs epistemology to reinterpret it into a fact of consciousness, in contradiction to its own full character - which after all, is to serve as authority for its cognition.10



So while Adorno is in some sense sympathetic to empiricism's various attempts to give priority to sensuous matter over conceptual form, his point is that what is physically or materially other than thought is at once unavoidably mediated by its conceptual presentation. In order to avoid idealism's ultimately conceptual constitution of sensuous being what is necessary, in Adorno's view, is not so much an even greater passivity on the part of the observing subject, but a more searching inquiry by thought concerning its own sensuously and historically mediated constitution.

What is in question here is the very notion of conceptual rationality. The traditionally accepted form of rationality since Plato, despite Plato cautioning against this in certain passages of the Phaedrus, has been one based on the model of mathematics.11 Here an object is measured exclusively in terms of pre-defined units of conceptual meaning. In this way the claim to rational objectivity is made altogether dependent on the primacy attributed conceptual thought and its logical demands. With this propensity for conceptual definition as its point of departure, the conceiving subject has itself been reduced to a repository of logical categories through which an object is made to measure. While Hegel recognizes the qualitative moment underlying conceptual quantification, the dialectic he propounds, despite his claims to the contrary Adorno argues, reveals an ultimate dependence on formal arithmetic principles. For the identity of identity and difference is no more than the arithmetic algorithm which yields a positive result from the multiplication of two negatives. However, as Adorno points out, the very capacity for conceptual synthesis is rendered inoperable if such synthesis does not already exclude from its particular moments that which it will then inconsistently attribute to its result. In abstracting thus from the qualitative nonidentity of the subject/object relation, Hegel does violence not only to the particularity of subject and object respectively, but thereby undermines spirit's claim to absolute truth and reason. The lack of self-reflection on its own conclusive finality demonstrates the method's qualitative unreason. The truth of philosophical reflection is here maligned with its mythical devotion to the dominant culture of scientific reason.

Paradoxically enough, the affinity which Adorno's negative dialectics displays with materialist philosophy, in so far as it seeks to undo the supremacy of the constituting concept, nevertheless reiterates the idealist credo. 'A basic philosophy ... necessarily carries with it the primacy of the concept; whatever withholds itself from the concept is departing from the form of allegedly basic philosophizing'.12 Adorno's critique of idealism now appears flawed by the priority accorded the concept, by the contradiction in its otherwise materialist intention. As indicated earlier, however, Adorno distinguishes between the unavoidable conceptual character of philosophical expression and idealism's consequent assumption that conceptual mediation is altogether sufficient and conclusive with regard to the disclosure of objective truth. In the above-cited passage, Adorno simply articulates the unavoidable limit of all philosophy from within which he deconstructs its purported governance of sensuous and social objects. Hence truth is no longer considered dependent solely on acts of conceptual self-reference. Conceptual meaning is conveyed more appropriately, Adorno argues, through its nonidentical relation to an affectively felt world outside it. Without the preponderance of the object, the subjective form of conceptual meaning would become altogether vacuous. While philosophy necessarily carries with it the primacy of the concept, this does not diminish the determining nonidentity of an affective reality at work within conceptual relations.


Mediation of the object means that it must not be statically, dogmatically hypostatized but can be known only as it entwines with subjectivity; mediation of the subject means that without the moment of objectivity it would be totally nil.13



Adorno's point is that neither conceptual thought nor its nonidentical object may be construed as an 'absolute first'. Both act as the determining nonidentical and so negative principle of the other. Neither does this mutually negative relation, here abstractly presented in thought, thereby become some ultimate rational or ontological principle of being, in which case, as with Hegel, it would be transformed into a transcendental act of conceptual self-identity. In passing over the affective mediation of thought, conceptual claims become all the more susceptible to ideological distortion. Only through critical self-reflection upon its own meaning, Adorno maintains, will the concept escape the tautological vacuum of its apparent being-for-itself.


Insight into the constitutive character of the nonconceptual in the concept would end the compulsive identification which the concept brings unless halted by such reflection. Reflection upon its own meaning is the way out of the concept's seeming being-in-itself as a unit of meaning.14



Such insight implies the possibility of presenting a subject's experience of being in an altogether new configuration beyond the magic circle of a purely rational or conceptual self-identity. For the undistorted experience of the object is revealed only through the subject's ability to discriminate between the conceptual determination of an object and that object as it exists outside this formal representation.

This discriminating experience is made up of two distinct but inseparable moments. Adorno refers to the first aspect of this experience as a subject's spontaneous affinity with an object to which it mimetically responds.15 Within discursive practice this mimetic response is given voice in an utterance shaped by the sensuous qualities of the object itself. In other words, mimetic assimilation to an object is not simply imitative; it does not involve a reflective re-presentation or mirror image of those objects with which an affinity is formed. For these objects are at once transfigured in the very medium which gives them expression. A translation, for example, while imitating the original, at once transforms that text into something other; just as a musical score is transformed into sound, and differently with each performance. In other words, the mimetic subject, while responding to an object through spontaneous expression, does not reduce that object to a simple being-for-consciousness. While implicating the hope of identity, mimetic transfiguration does not subvert the nonidentical relation between expression and what occasions it. In effect, mimetic response is nothing short of a qualitative leap beyond and yet within the principle of identity; a leap, which in relinquishing the mock supremacy of the conceiving subject, at once revives the expressive spontaneity of that subject from within the coercive enclosure of its former conceptual presuppositions. Mimetic spontaneity, understood in this way, effectively 'use[s] the strength of the subject to break through the fallacy of constitutive subjectivity'.16 Nevertheless Adorno warns against hypostatizing the subjective leap itself. '[T]he modes of subjective reaction which the object needs require ceaseless objective correction in their turn. This occurs in self-reflection, in the ferment of mental experience'.17 In other words, within discursive practice, the spontaneous act of mimetically naming an object through linguistic utterance is also mediated by conceptual reflection upon this experience.

The conceptual mediation of mimetic response, which forms the second aspect of a subject's discriminating sensibility, transfigures mimetic expression into an objective, albeit fragmented unity. For this unity is no longer transfixed in the traditional, hierarchical procedure of formal deduction, dialectic or otherwise. It no longer results in the claim to a purely rational system of absolute knowledge. The subject no longer mediates or constitutes the objective world from within what it believes to be its own conceptual absoluteness. When conceptual thought in traditional philosophy coercively synthesizes the object within its own categorial precision, it performs an act of self-substitution, and so abstracts from the nonidentical object determining its formulation. What clearly demonstrates this nonidentity is the subject's need to bring into focus other related concepts in an attempt to bridge the gap. 'The determinable flaw in every concept makes it necessary to cite others; this is the font of the only constellations which inherited some of the hope of the name'.18 The impossibility of achieving a final identity of concept and object, despite the implicit claim to do so in the very act of naming, results in what Adorno calls a fragmented or discontinuous constellation of concepts. The organizing principle of this constellation is no longer a general cover concept from which all others are necessarily deduced, but rather the rhetorical emphasis through which these concepts acquire their specific positional relations. Adorno also refers to this rhetorical subversion of logical unity as the technique of parataxis 'artificial disturbances that evade the logical hierarchy of a subordinating syntax'.19 These rhetorical, paratactical relations are themselves mediated by the mimetic response to the object in question. Deplored by the scientific tradition, rhetoric is now revalued by Adorno as that very element through which the identity of subject and object is most nearly achieved.

In what thus constitutes a decisive break from the conceptual positivity of Hegelian dialectics, Adorno states


Dialectics - literally: language as the organon of thought - would mean to attempt a critical rescue of the rhetorical element, a mutual approximation of thing and expression, to the point where the difference fades. Dialectics appropriates for the power of thought what historically seemed to be a flaw in thinking: its link with language, which nothing can wholly break.20



Language is traditionally considered to be nothing more than an instrument of thought, a system of cognitive signs, whereby an object is known solely according to conceptual definition. This traditional claim to conceptual truth is indicative of the subject's delusion concerning its rational mastery of the objective world. For here the transfiguring mimetic quality of language is suppressed in the subject's rigid adherence to a conceptual schematics of rational truth. Language implicates not only a conceptual ratio through which communication may occur, but also a mimetic response through which communication is affectively motivated.21


As an expression of the thing itself, language is not fully reducible to communication with others. Nor, however ... is it simply independent of communication. Otherwise it would elude all critique, even in its relationship to the matter at hand, and would reduce that relationship to an arbitrary presumption. Language as expression of the thing itself and language as communication are inter-woven. The ability to name the matter at hand is developed under the compulsion to communicate it, and that element of coercion is preserved in it; conversely, it could not communicate anything that it did not have as its own intention, undistracted by other considerations. This dialectic plays itself out within the medium of language itself.22



Here the autonomy of mimetic expression is dialectically constrained by the necessity to communicate through concepts that are socially and historically accessible. With Adorno's defence of mimesis and the paratactic, rhetorical organization of concepts, a long overdue respect is now accorded the mediating force of the nonidentical object in conceptual thought.

In light of this mimetic mediation of thought (by its nonidentical object), and so too the rhetorical assemblage of conceptual constellations, the Hegelian dialectic of essence and appearance undergoes a radical re-appraisal. With Hegel, spirit's self-reflective universal reason is understood as the mediating essence of all that empirically appears in the natural-historical world. With Adorno, however, essence is the mediating force of social history embedded in what otherwise appear as empirically immediate facts of consciousness.


Essence can no longer be hypostatized as the pure, spiritual being-in-itself. Rather, essence passes into that which lies concealed beneath the facade of immediacy, of the supposed facts, and which makes the facts what they are. It comes to be the law of doom thus far obeyed by history, a law the more irresistible the more it will hide beneath the facts, only to be comfortably denied by them.23



Adorno's inversion of the Hegelian relations of essence and appearance, where social history becomes the essential determination of an object's conceptual appearance in consciousness, nevertheless depends on that object's submission to conceptual mediation in order that its social value may be made known. In other words, the history of the object, the essence of its conceptual appearance, is transmitted, paradoxically enough, by that object's meaningful transfigurations in the history and tradition of knowledge.


The history locked in the object can only be delivered by a knowledge mindful of the historic positional value of the object in its relation to other objects - by the actualisation and concentration of something which is already known and is transformed by that knowledge.24



Despite what now resurfaces as a conceptually mediated social history, and an apparent return to conceptual thought as the determining essence of an object's becoming, Adorno's explication of mimetic response and the paratactic organization of conceptual constellations are enough to quell such suspicions. For the presentation of historical knowledge, when mindful of its mimetically mediating other, will be only too aware that its conceptual rationality at once pervades that other and yet remains nonidentical with it. Indeed Adorno maintains that the essence of subjective consciousness may be felt only negatively over and against its conceptual identifications. This, Adorno argues, is somewhat akin to Husserl's notion of 'essence perception', albeit stripped of its categorial positivity.

Essence perception, the perception of radical nonidentity within thought's otherwise determining absoluteness is possible, Adorno argues, only for a subject conscious of its dependence on a socially alienating system of economic exchange. The coercive compulsion to labour for the sake of self-preservation is for the most part disguised, however, in the subjectivizing spell of freedom. Already critical of Hegel's assertion concerning the historical reconciliation of what is rational and actual, Marx indicated their persistent nonidentity in the social context of capitalist commodity production. Certainly Marx considered the historical process leading to capitalism as one of natural growth, yet unlike Hegel the dialectical laws that govern this natural history are not hypostatized as an ontological apology for the actual suppression of individuality and social freedom. Indeed with the historical actualization of social freedom those laws would disappear. While Adorno, similarly to the later Marx, offers no positive image of freedom and social reconciliation, he does offer a critical or negative utopian perspective on what that freedom might mean.25


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.26



Hence while the telos of negative dialectics is freedom, that speculative idea has no more specific content than a critical reflection on current social relations. Neither positive nor piously hopeful, Adorno's utopian metaphysics of freedom functions as a critical reflection on the false harmonies pervading modern social relations.27

Adorno remains acutely aware that negative dialectics, by virtue of its unavoidable conceptual positivity, nevertheless assumes that same absoluteness which it otherwise seeks to undo. Indeed the mutually determinate negation of thought and its object remains conceptually bound to produce that same ontological identity which Hegel falsely posited as an absolute truth. To avoid hypostatizing the negative dialectical relations of conceptual thought and its nonidentical object, it is necessary to turn that relation against itself.


The critique of every self-absolutizing particular is a critique of the shadow which absoluteness casts upon the critique; it is a critique of the fact that critique itself, contrary to its own tendency, must remain within the medium of the concept. It destroys the claim of identity by testing and knowing it; therefore it can reach no further than that claim. The claim is a magic circle that stamps critique with the appearance of absolute knowledge. It is up to the self-reflection of critique to extinguish that claim, to extinguish it in the very negation that will not become a positing.28



Unlike his modern philosophical counterparts, Adorno thereby openly acknowledges the necessarily inconclusive, aporetic character of this speculative philosophy of freedom.

Existential Poiesis, Beauty and the Sublime

Existential poiesis concerns an agonistic, self-affirming mode of behaviour, which Nietzsche articulates as radical nihilism. Critical of the passive, life-denying nihilism of Christian culture where suffering and misfortune are infused with personal guilt and a misguided belief in life after death, radical nihilism transfigures the ever-recurring agonies of worldly experience as productive conditions for self-affirmation here and now. Acknowledging the eternal recurrence of suffering and despair, confronting the world's profound negativity, and yet positively affirming the joy and beauty of life involves an act of superhuman courage. The will to continually re-value life's present and future perspectives in this way, to give life the sense of an ongoing work of personal, artistic genius, Nietzsche argues, is a sign of being Übermensch. Nietzsche's fictional character, Zarathustra, attempts to carry through this anti-metaphysical, self-disciplinary programme of becoming Übermensch. Zarathustra nevertheless comes to parody the solitary, inwardly reflexive exemplarity he demands of himself as a teacher of virtue. In effect it is not yet possible to become Übermensch. In view of this impossibility, Nietzsche's notion of the Übermensch now assumes a distinctly utopian, metaphysical quality, despite his stringent anti-metaphysical invective.

This aporia of an inextricable secular metaphysics situated within an outright denial of metaphysics is again evident in the existential poiesis of Heidegger and Foucault. Heidegger seeks to approach the unthought ontological origin, concealed since Plato, of what he considers the traditional metaphysics of the will, where a universally immanent yet transcendent Being is said to imbue our being-in-the-world with a rational, instrumental purpose. Heidegger's anti-metaphysical posturing makes claim to a pre-reflective ontological difference between Being and Dasein where an aesthetics of death offers poetic consolation for Dasein's ever-recurring mortal fate. Dasein's authentic contemplation of the historicity of Being indicates, however, a quasi-transcendental, no less metaphysical instantiation of Being, albeit one now constituted as the immanent ontological difference between itself and Dasein. Similarly to Nietzsche and Heidegger, Foucault rejects the metaphysics of freedom developed by Kant and Hegel. Vehemently opposed to any utopian metaphysics of freedom, Foucault insists that our specifically modern claim to freedom is an effect of those historical and cultural relations of power/knowledge producing us. Any metaphysical implications in the idea of freedom are said to be dissolved in the reproductive cultural immanence of modern power/knowledge relations. Yet modern power/knowledge relations also produce us as selves with an historically transgressive claim to go beyond our presently constructed self-identities, indeed beyond the cultural immanence of modern power/knowledge relations. Accordingly, Foucault seeks to go beyond these cultural limits when he outlines the genealogical possibilities for constructing an historical ontology of ourselves as difference in relation to truth, power, and moral agency. From this perspective Foucault's historical ontology of ourselves reveals a metaphysics of freedom with utopian overtones. Nevertheless, similarly to Nietzsche, Foucault approaches the possibility of freedom with a high degree of irony evident in his discussion of Baudelaire's dandy. In effect, the historical ontology of ourselves is subsumed under an historical ontology of fate where, despite ourselves, we remain nothing more than an historical effect of modern power/knowledge relations. The possibility of cultural transgression reveals a speculative, metaphysical view of freedom which Foucault nonetheless severely undermines.

In rejecting any speculative metaphysics of freedom, the existential leap beyond immanence ironically falls back within the already culturally inscribed limits of power. In this way existential poiesis repeats the error of the conceptual ratio. The all-exhaustive rationality of immanence, whether in the form of universal reason or an historical ontology of eternal recurrence, condemns us to a life whose possibilities are already fully circumscribed by our particular social context. The poetic leap of agonistic affirmation within what already is, is more properly an ironic mask concealing what Adorno describes as 'the withering of experience' in our functional enactment of those multiple social roles prescribed for us through the determining immanence of reason and culture.29 This modern loss of experience is effectively a loss of self through loss of other, where the nonidentical experience of self and other leads to the indeterminate cultural difference between freedom and unfreedom. This loss is manifest in the increasing incidence of depressive angst and personal despair.

The extreme horrors of this loss of experience are exemplified, Adorno contends, in the Auschwitz gassings, where death is the only hope for a life reduced to the recurrent agony of despair.


After Auschwitz, our feelings resist any claim of the positivity of existence as sanctimonious, as wronging the victims; they balk at squeezing any kind of sense, however bleached, out of the victim's fate. And these feelings do have an objective side after events that make a mockery of the construction of immanence as endowed with a meaning radiated by an affirmatively posited transcendence.30



Adorno's critical reflections on the ongoing failure of enlightened reason and post-metaphysical culture to avert the modern politics of ethnic cleansing result in an affectively mediated, utopian metaphysics that critically challenges both the anti-metaphysical ontologies of fate and the idealist metaphysics of absolute reason. Adorno likens the possibility of critical metaphysical experience to a promise of happiness beyond the debilitating effects of any purely rational or cultural immanence, to after-images of something once felt in childhood.


Happiness, the only part of metaphysical experience that is more than impotent longing, gives us the inside of objects as something removed from the objects. Yet the [person] who enjoys this kind of experience naively, as though putting [their] hands on what the experience suggests, is acceding to the terms of the empirical world - terms [he or she] wants to transcend, though they alone give [them] the chance of transcending....

A metaphysics proclaimed without recourse to subjective experience, without the immediate presence of the subject, is helpless before the autonomous subject's refusal to have imposed upon it what it cannot understand. And yet, whatever is directly evident to the subject suffers of fallibility and relativity.31



To revoke the utopian possibility of a better world, whether through the pragmatist ban on metaphysics generally, or through ontological claims to the historically reproductive immanence of competitive, agonistic, social relations, renders despair rational. To further defend the specifically critical rather than positive teleological function of his utopian metaphysics Adorno turns to Kant.

Adorno draws on what he calls the rescuing urge and block to metaphysics in Kant's Critiques of Pure and Practical Reason. In the former Kant defends a cognitive, scientific rationality, whose immanent transcendental limits invalidate the possibility of metaphysical experience. In his critique of practical moral reason, however, Kant salvages the metaphysical postulates of God, immortality, and freedom on the grounds that, without them, the intelligibility of moral experience would remain impossible. Nevertheless that intelligibility is reduced to the scientific criterion of a universalizing conceptual ratio presented in the form of a categorical moral imperative. In both Critiques Kant privileges a scientifically modelled conceptual ratio over the sensible domain of sensuous experience. This division reverberates throughout Kant's philosophy, evident particularly in his distinctions between empirical and transcendental consciousness, happiness and virtue, particular and universal, the understanding and reason. Their radical separation, Adorno argues, mirrors the socio-historic division between intellectual and manual labour and is the source of Kant's block to what would otherwise become an affectively mediated, critical metaphysics.


The social division of labor is respected without reflection, along with the flaw that has become strikingly clear in the two hundred years since: that the sciences organized by a division of labor have usurped an illegitimate monopoly on truth. ... The authority of the Kantian concept of truth turned terroristic with the ban on thinking the absolute. Irresistibly, it drifts toward a ban on all thinking. What the Kantian block projects on truth is the self-maiming of reason, the mutilation reason inflicted upon itself as a rite of initiation into its own scientific character.32



The primacy accorded practical reason heralds the monopoly that an instrumental scientific pragmatics came to exercise over the questions of cognitive and moral truth.33 This scientifically generated block to metaphysics ideologically sustains our historical incarceration within the instrumental pragmatics of self-preservation.


Socially there is good reason to suspect that block, the bar erected against the absolute, of being one with the necessity to labour, which in reality keeps [humanity] under the same spell that Kant transfigured into a philosophy. The imprisonment in immanence to which he honestly and brutally condemns the mind is the imprisonment in self-preservation, as it is imposed on [people] by a society that conserves nothing but the denials that would not be necessary anymore.34



As Adorno further indicates, Kant nevertheless tacitly acknowledges the nihilistic implications of an instrumental conceptual ratio that has exclusive rights over cognitive and moral truth. Indeed it is precisely in order to counter such implications, Adorno argues, that Kant rescues the speculative, metaphysical ideas of God, immortality and freedom. For these speculative ideas transcend the universal social immanence of an instrumental scientific reason through their critical promise of a better world, of social solidarity and happiness. Adorno here interprets the nonidentical, utopian implications of Kant's metaphysics as a site of critical, moral intelligibility.

Adorno's defence of this aspect of Kantian metaphysics nevertheless carries with it a materialist critique of Kant's rigid division between the sensible and intelligible domains of moral experience from within the domain of the intelligible itself. When viewed as strictly separate from the sensible, Adorno argues, the intelligible domain of metaphysical experience remains disfigured. On the one hand there arise dogmatic claims concerning the necessary a priori existence of God, immortality and freedom. On the other, these metaphysical ideas are debunked because of their purely imaginary status. This sets up a contradiction within the domain of intelligibility itself. For metaphysical ideas, while categorially banned from having 'an object of possible visuality', must nevertheless refer to or visualize a material reality in order to remain intelligible.35 As Bernstein comments, the intelligible world is thereby 'poised in an apparently impossible space between the real and the merely imaginary'.36 However, as Kant's imaginary notion of the thing-in-itself demonstrates, what is barred from the sensible domain of finite empirical experience effectively mediates that domain as 'the self-negation of the finite mind'.37


To be a mind at all, it must know that what it touches upon does not exhaust it, that the finiteness that is its like does not exhaust it. The mind thinks what would be beyond it. Such metaphysical experience is the inspiration of Kantian philosophy, once that philosophy is drawn out of the armor of its method. The question whether metaphysics is still possible at all must reflect the negation of the finite which finiteness requires. Its enigma animates the word 'intelligible'.38



Once the self-identical absoluteness of the finite mind is dismantled in this way, what Kantian metaphysics reveals is not so much the rational necessity of any transcendent being or the already necessary actuality of freedom and immortality, but rather the negatively mediated possibility of metaphysical experience. Viewed from this dialectical perspective, the imaginary aspect of metaphysical possibility is not sufficient, Adorno continues, to render it an 'airy nothing'. For, as Adorno puts it, '[t]he concept of the intelligible realm would be the concept of something which is not, and yet it is not a pure nonbeing'.39 This means that the intelligible paradoxically appears in the sensible as the self-negation of the sensible. The intelligible sphere thus constitutes, a semblance of transcendence, mediated by and yet nonidentical with the sensible.40

Differently from that semblance of transcendence defended by traditional metaphysics and religion, Adorno's concept of necessary semblance does not depend on the absolute separation of the intelligible and sensible spheres of human experience. It does not depend on the social division between intellectual and manual labour, on the traditional dualism of body and mind. Rather this semblance of transcendence emerges as a definitively materialist mediation of the intelligible domain of human experience. As the self-negation of the finite sensible mind, otherwise caught in the cultural immanence of a self-preserving pragmatics and an eternal recurrence of despair, this semblance of transcendence finds its most potent expression, Adorno argues, in modern autonomous art.


Art is semblance at its highest peaks; but its semblance, the irresistible part of it, is given to it by what is not semblance. What art, notably the art decried as nihilistic, says in refraining from judgments is that everything is not just nothing. If it were, whatever is would be pale, colorless, indifferent. No light falls on [people] and things without reflecting transcendence. Indelible from the resistance to the fungible world of [exchange] is the resistance of the eye that does not want the colors of the world to fade. Semblance is a promise of nonsemblance.41



Rescuing the utopian semblance of happiness and social solidarity from the ontological immanence of recurrent relations of power at once involves the rescue of noumenal non-identity or sensuous particularity from the suffocating immanence of a transcendental conceptual ratio. In effect, the semblance of transcendence in modern autonomous art constitutes a metaphysical critique of transcendentally and ontologically inscribed forms of social immanence. Art and aesthetics thus become the modern reflective context of moral intelligibility.

Existential poiesis itself claims to rescue sensuous particularity through its aesthetic configuration of life as art. Yet the semblance of transcendence to which this rescue gives rise, apparent in the agonistic will of Nietzsche's Übermensch, remains ensnared in the cultural immanence of socially inscribed power relations; an immanence reinforced, moreover, by an overt denial of metaphysical possibility. Emblematic of this denial is Zarathustra's parody of his utopian quest for an exemplary life of solitude. Here the semblance of life as art does not hold out the possibility of transcendence, a going beyond the fateful recurrence of power and domination, but merely the adopting of appropriate masks or personae in the strategic negotiation of power relations. Existential poiesis thereby erodes the critical metaphysics of utopian transcendence, evident, Adorno maintains, in modern autonomous art. The intelligibility of transcendence as social critique is disfigured in the existential affirmation of life as art or art as life. This indeterminate fusion of art and the artist


... is, for Adorno, prohibited rather than encouraged by the artwork. The artwork witnesses not the achievement of subjective freedom, but the continuation of its failure to ever fully arrive. Hence, the objectivity of the artwork is the literal embodiment of the distance between where we are and freedom. The artwork stands not just as a testament but also as a reminder of our unfreedom.42



Only with the actualization of freedom could life become an ongoing work of art and so relinquish the need for a critical metaphysics of transcendence. Where life remains historically tied, however, to the political economy of bourgeois commodity exchange and thus to a competitive pragmatics of self-preservation, it remains unable to develop conditions for universal happiness and social solidarity. Only through that semblance of transcendence, affectively experienced in autonomous art, does the utopian claim to social freedom become manifest.

Adorno refers to this utopian semblance of transcendence in modern autonomous art as the sublime. To experience the sublime, he argues, is to experience the truth content of modernist art; a truth content which emerges through art's negation of its own aesthetic form, and yet a form, or aesthetic semblance of beauty, to which artworks remain necessarily bound.


Works in which the aesthetic form, under pressure of the truth content, transcends itself occupy the position that was once held by the concept of the sublime.43



Kant had previously confined any reflective experience of the sublime to the indeterminate form or incomprehensible greatness of nature. In contrast, aesthetic judgements of beauty concern cognitively determinate or re-presentable forms of nature. Both forms of judgement, according to Kant, involve a reflective, disinterested pleasure. Contrary to the positive pleasure of the aesthetic, however, sublime experience carries a satisfaction 'which rather deserves to be called negative pleasure'.44 Indeed judgements of the sublime reveal a self-negating deference in face of nature's overwhelming magnitude; a self-negation, Kant argues, which precipitates a pleasing, counter-balancing reflection on our sovereign capacity for transcending nature in the supersensible, intelligible sphere of moral reason. Here Kant implicates a determinate relation of nature and moral reason through sublime experience. In contrast, the lack of any determinate mediation between aesthetic judgement and moral reason becomes evident when Kant states that the beautiful in art stands merely as 'the symbol of the morally good'.45 As merely symbolic, art becomes nothing more than a reflected expression of the primacy of moral reason and is thus excluded from any mediating influence in what might constitute the good. Moreover, if the beautiful in art were merely a symbolic 'stand-in' for moral judgement, this would annul the autonomy of art and thereby disqualify art as art. Modernist art turns against what here amounts to its exclusion from any determinate, autonomous relation to moral reason. It does so precisely through the immanent negation of beauty and aesthetic form. Indeed the mediation of moral reason and modernist art now occurs as a process of grieving over art's historically necessary sacrifice of beauty and aesthetic form. The radical disjunction of an extra-aesthetic nature from the otherwise integrative form of aesthetic beauty appears in modernist art as cruelty; not necessarily as direct images of cruelty, but as a discordant ugliness that emphatically disrupts the serene, pacifying spell of beauty and aesthetic form.


In serene beauty [art's] recalcitrant other would be completely pacified, and such aesthetic reconciliation is fatal for the extra-aesthetic. That is the melancholy of art. It achieves an unreal reconciliation at the price of real reconciliation. All that art can do is grieve for the sacrifice it makes, which, in its powerlessness, art itself is.46



In giving expression to this extra-aesthetic other, or what constitutes art's mediation by this extra-aesthetic other, modern autonomous art develops an affinity with the sublime. In Adorno's words, '[t]he sublime, which Kant reserved exclusively for nature, later became the historical constituent of art itself.47 What this means, as Bernstein points out, is that 'the opposition between art and nature, beauty and the sublime, becomes an internal constituent of artworks themselves'.48

By virtue of modernist art's irreconcilable, yet determinate synthesis of aesthetic form and the ugliness of modern social life, the truth content of modernist art emerges as a morally critical, sublime transcendence of the disfiguring effects occasioned by the integrative, subsumptive power of modern instrumental reason. Differently from the Kantian sublime, where the subject holds onto a transcendental moral sovereignty in the face of nature's otherwise awesome power, the critical aesthetics of the modernist sublime points to a possible, albeit still utopian reconciliation with nature. Again, as Bernstein so astutely indicates


Adorno's account hugs the shoreline of the Kantian sublime while transforming it: what was the sacrifice of the imagination for the sake of reason becomes the sacrifice of the material equivalent of the unifying work of the transcendental imagination, i.e. aesthetic beauty, for the sake of the truth (reason) that would redeem it.49



This sublime, utopian reconciliation with nature, or what is at once our social reconciliation with each other, does not however directly appear in modernist art. That is to say, the sublime does not positively appear in art by way of some representational form or image. Paradoxically, it comes to light only through its absence, as an experience brought about by the compositional tension between spontaneous mimetic expression and the negation of an aesthetics of beauty. What Adorno conveys as the negative unity of sublime experience is a grieving over the necessary loss of aesthetic form while nonetheless holding to its possibility.

Without surrendering art to the more immediate instrumental aims of 'progressive' politics as Brecht, Benjamin, and Sartre advocate, Adorno argues that the emancipatory effect of art on social relations takes place only indirectly by disturbing the complacency of reified consciousness. Autonomous art confronts consciousness with its own socially introjected self-domination. The works of Kafka and Beckett, for example, give expression to the social destitution wrought by the over-riding immanence of instrumental reason without engaging in any direct political critique and without resort to any consoling images of beauty.


Kafka's prose and Beckett's plays ... have an effect by comparison with which officially committed works looks like pantomime. Kafka and Beckett arouse the fear which existentialism merely talks about.... The inescapability of their work compels the change of attitude which committed works merely demand.50



Beckett's mimetic transfiguration of modern life reveals not only a debilitated relation to nature but also an incapacity to see beyond the present historical stasis. The characters in Beckett's Endgame, Clov and Hamm, are found vegetating in a garbage dump barely able to take cognizance of the world's 'corpsed' condition.

	CLOV: (He gets up on ladder, turns the telescope on the without.) Lets see. (He looks, moving the telescope.) Zero ... (he looks)... zero ... (he looks)... and zero.
 	HAMM: Nothing stirs. All is-
 	CLOV: Zer-
 	HAMM: (violently) Wait till you're spoken to. (Normal voice.) All is ... all is ... all is what? (Violently.) All is what?
 	CLOV: What all is? In a word. Is that what you want to know? Just a moment. (He turns the telescope on the without, looks, lowers the telescope, turns toward Hamm.) Corpsed.51


Everything is dead. History lies in ruins. The repetitions that occur throughout the play are testimony to a history become defunct. All that remains of history is its own decline. Not only history but nature too has been irretrievably demolished. In a world where all is produced on the basis of economic self-preservation, 'there's no more nature'.52 Nature has been decimated in the face of industrial expansion to the point where nothing will grow. Beckett makes this uncomfortably apparent in the following exchange between the two protagonists.

	HAMM: Did your seeds come up?
 	CLOV: No.
 	HAMM: Did you scratch round them to see if they had sprouted?
 	CLOV: They haven' t sprouted.
 	HAMM: Perhaps it's still too early.
 	CLOV: If they were going to sprout they would have sprouted. (Violently.) They'll never sprout!53


The loss of nature and historical consciousness results in an experience of the world that is severely numbed.

In Brecht's plays, however, we are presented with an objective simulation of the world, 'social documentaries', as Adorno puts it, 'that are to function as down payments on empirical research yet to be done'.54 Moreover the social realism to which Brecht objectively aspires is evident, Adorno continues, through the studied lack of subjective expression in the language of his characters. Nevertheless, Brecht's imitative critique of social reality remains naive, governed as it is by a pre-formulated image of social beatitude. Beckett, on the other hand, neither produces an objective account of social reality nor postulates thereby a positive account of historical meaning. There is in effect no positive foundation, either subjective or objective, from which the contemporary social and ecological catastrophe may be given expression.


If art tried directly to register an objection to the gapless web, it would become completely entangled; thus, as occurs in such exemplary fashion in Beckett's Endgame, art must either eliminate from itself the nature with which it is concerned, or attack it. The only parti pris left to it, that of death, is at once critical and metaphysical.55



Beckett's technique effectively turns the negation of social content into a determinate principle of form. Through this determinate principle of form, which necessarily strives for an aesthetic integration of content, Beckett's art, like all art, nevertheless participates in myth and domination. Yet for just this reason, autonomous art 'incorporate^] its own decline; as the critique of the spirit of domination it is the spirit that is able to turn against itself'.56 Autonomous art turns on itself in the determinate irreconcilability of its aesthetic form with the apparent meaninglessness of its content. What is meaningless or absurd in Beckett's plays does not arise through an abstract negation of meaning but through 'the photographic negative of a reality referred to meaning'.57 What nevertheless emerges from this apparently absurd negation of meaning, however, is this


The immanent contradiction of the absurd, the nonsense in which reason terminates, opens up the emphatic possibility of something true that cannot even be conceived of any more. It undermines the absolute claim of the status quo, that which simply is the way it is.58



In other words, the sublime possibility of going beyond the modern debilitation of sensuous and historical experience does not emerge from the anachronistic sublation of social content within the pre-ordained ratio of classical beauty, but through the critical negation of this aesthetic semblance. Beckett eludes the mythical magic of aesthetic immanence by 'blot[ting] out every trace of reconciliation in memory', and this, as Adorno argues, 'for the sake of reconciliation'.59 It is this that holds promise; but a promise which, paradoxically, is no promise at all.

Wellmer's Habermasian inspired objection to the 'strong metaphysical residue' in Adorno's concept of the sublime and its promise of reconciliation depends on what he considers Adorno's philosophical short circuit between 'the emancipation of the modern subject and the loss of objectively binding systems of meaning and of world interpretation'.60 Accordingly, Wellmer attempts to remodel Adorno's understanding of the determinate irreconcilability of aesthetic semblance and the truth content of art into 'a post-utopian philosophy of communicative reason'.61 In so doing, however, Wellmer not only misconstrues Adorno's metaphysics as a form of negative theology,62 but also devalues the experience of sublime transcendence as an experience of aesthetic delight 'beyond all meaning'.63 In response to Wellmer's first objection, Bernstein argues


Negative theology turns on discriminating the finite and the infinite through a negative comprehension of the finite; and does so for the sake of summoning the mystery of God in a manner that would not reinscribe Him in other 'finite' categories. ... The similarity between Adorno and negative theology stops at the point where what is termed the 'absolute' can be gathered only as a result of negations; for Adorno these negations are determinate and not abstract. Because these negations are determinate the result is finite.64



Adorno's utopian metaphysics emerges precisely as the determinate negation of contemporary social relations and their regulation by the economic principle of commodity exchange. In response to the second objection, it is argued that Wellmer's devaluation of the sublime constitutes a failure to appreciate the specificity of modern art as that which critically, and thereby autonomously negates its own aesthetic conditions of production. As Bernstein again so astutely puts it


Wellmer's refusal of modernism's self-reflective character, his refusal to acknowledge the nature of the risk of meaning enacted by modernist works, has its proximate cause in his assumption of the validity ... of the Weber-Habermas thesis that the categorial separation of truth into knowledge, moral rightness and aesthetic validity represents the cognitive achievement of modernity.65



The truth content of modern art is here bound to the ethics of intersubjective communication, to art's social reception, rather than to that which art itself communicates as the sublime possibility of universal social freedom.66 Moreover, bound by an affirmative aesthetics of representation both Habermas and Wellmer insist on an image of social reconciliation directly apparent in the artwork. Such imaging, however, has the ring of instrumental violence where art serves nothing but the pragmatic goals of sectional power interests. As with Brecht, Benjamin, and Sartre, autonomous art is here devalued in a means-oriented rationality, where art remains subservient to what are viewed as politically correct aesthetic representations. Under these conditions, the sublime metaphysics or critical Utopia of universal freedom remains suppressed. In Adorno's words


[Autonomous] art denounces the particular essence of a ratio that pursues means rather than ends. Art reminds us of the latter and of an objectivity freed from the categorial structure. This is the source of art's rationality, its character as knowledge.67



Furthermore Adorno expressly articulates the rationality of this knowledge in terms of liberated communicative relations.


The We encapsuled in the objectivation of works is not radically other than the external We, however frequently it is the residue of a real We that is past. That is why collective appeal is not simply the original sin of artworks; rather, something in their law of form implies it.68



According to Wellmer, Adorno here misreads aesthetic synthesis as a model of trans-subjective moral community. Despite the collective 'we' implicit in aesthetic form, Wellmer continues, the artwork speaks only with a singular voice and 'cannot possibly prefigure the open rules of dialogue with many voices'.69 However, as Bernstein rightly indicates, for Adorno, autonomous art does not offer a definite image of communicative reconciliation but rather 'an image of the form of praxis appropriate to a reconciled society'.70 This form of practice, as indicated previously, is the determinate irreconcilability of mimetic expression and an aesthetic semblance of reconciliation. Only through this form of aesthetic practice can the sublime, utopian possibility of social solidarity, of universal freedom, become apparent.

With its explicit block to metaphysics, existential poiesis remains either critical of the sublime or fails to mention it. Nietzsche's fictitious character, Zarathustra, chastises those preoccupied with the sublime, or what he also refers to as the ugly and the heroic. He urges a return to laughter and beauty.


Today I saw a sublime man, a solemn man, a penitent of the spirit: oh, how my soul laughed at his ugliness! ... he has not yet learned of laughter and beauty. ... Truly his longing should be silenced and immersed not in satiety but in beauty!71



Nietzsche's self-transcending Übermensch, we remember, is an ironic heroization, a beautiful parody, of the enlightened, instrumental subject and its metaphysical assumptions. While Nietzsche's notion of transcendence might appear metaphysical, its intelligibility depends rather on an aesthetically mediated affirmation of life as it is now. That is to say, agonistic self-affirmation depends on a semblance of beauty; a semblance which ironically undermines any pretensions to metaphysics. This correlation of an aesthetics of beauty with self-transcendence is equally evident in Heidegger and Foucault. In the final paragraph of his first appendix to 'The origin of the work of art', Heidegger speaks of the disclosure of truth as an aesthetic revelation of beauty.72 This disclosure occurs for Heidegger through the poetic experience of language. For only through the beauty of language does the pre-reflective ontological difference between Being and Dasein, or what otherwise amounts to an aesthetically mediated affirmation of death's existential immanence in life, appear. Heidegger remains altogether silent on the secular metaphysical question of the sublime and its socially critical implications. With Foucault the affirmation of beauty and its intimate relation to truth again re-surfaces. In response to a question concerning the art of living or truth-telling (parrhésia) practised by the ancient Greeks, Foucault states


It was a question of knowing how to govern one's own life in order to give it the most beautiful possible form ... That is what I tried to reconstitute: the formation and development of a practice of self whose aim was to constitute oneself as the worker of the beauty of one's own life.73



This art of beautiful self-invention is then given contemporary value when Foucault defends what he considers Baudelaire's specifically modern ethics of dandysme in his article 'What is Enlightenment?'.74 Foucault presents Baudelaire's dandy as an ironic heroization of the flâneur, that man who seeks nothing but 'the fugitive pleasure of circumstance',75 and who thereby remains bound, it would seem, by a Kantian sublime, albeit now in an urban landscape.

Despite this denial of the sublime in favour of beauty, the quasi-utopian, metaphysical quality of transgression aporetically apparent in existential poiesis at once implies a possible defence of the sublime.76 The radical indeterminacy characteristic of existential poiesis, which has been discussed already at length in terms of the relation between freedom and unfreedom, is no less apparent in the distinction between beauty and the sublime. Yet unlike beauty, the sublime does not sustain a self-relating agonism of universal exemplarity. Rather the modernist sublime indicates a sensuously mediated experience of utopian negativity in relation to the universal horror of modern social relations. Within the historical ontology of an eternal recurrence of fate, as postulated by existential poiesis, any sublime experience of utopian nonidentity quickly evaporates in the parody or ironic heroization of what already is. For the critically indeterminate nature of parody fails to generate the utopian idea that the world may be other than it already is; namely the eternal recurrence of a multiplicity of agonistic relations of domination and suffering. The indeterminacy of parody as a critical, transgressive tool indicates the abstract quality of its possible claim to sublime difference. In view of this indeterminacy, existential poiesis reflects what Bernstein refers to as the degenerative dialectic of modernism.


The incessant repetition of the new makes it old; the very sharpness of the dichotomy between identity and non-identity tendentially makes the appearance of the non-identical itself an image of the triumph of identity.... The path of modern art is from a determinate to an abstract negation of the categorial structures of modernity. But abstract negation contains nothing to inhibit its turning into its opposite; which to a large extent is the fate that has befallen modernist art: it has become the token of what it originally refused.77



It is just this fate which existential poiesis carries through in its aesthetic parody of modern life as enlightened heroization. While Bernstein speaks specifically of post-modernism and deconstruction, the political implications of this abstract, aporetic negation applies equally well to those writers who represent that strand of thinking here referred to as existential poiesis. Despite effecting historically significant and worthwhile cultural reform with respect to feminist politics, existential poiesis, similarly to post-modernism and deconstruction, nevertheless remains obliviously if not contentedly 'in tune with both capital's self-transgression of all natural boundaries, all presence, and with capital's unnatural naturalism, its formal reduction of particularity to fungibility for the sake of further capital expansion, further self-transgression'.78

Art and Philosophy

The modernist sublime arises through the determinate fracture of mimetic expression and aesthetic beauty. With the aesthetic form of beauty all artworks promise transcendence, yet modern autonomous art now holds that promise through its very denial - through the determinate irreconcilability of aesthetic unity and mimetic expression. This historical fracturing, where there is a reversal of traditional subject/object relations, transposes the enigmatic riddle of the sublime into modern art. The sublime truth content of modernist art, however, does not directly appear in art. For this reason the truth content of modern autonomous art is altogether enigmatic. 'Artworks speak like elves in fairy tales: 'If you want the absolute, you shall have it, but you will not recognize it when you see it'.79 Moreover, the truth content of modernist art cuts short the integrative power of aesthetic form and its otherwise self-explanatory meaning. Accordingly, with respect to modernist works, Adorno makes the point that '[w]hatever perfection they may lay claim to, artworks are lopped off; that what they mean is not their essence is evident in the fact that their meaning appears as if it were blocked'.80 Without this dislocation of aesthetic form and truth content, artworks potentially revert to their archaic, mythical function as religious, cultic objects with magical powers. In so far as modern artworks remain autonomous, however, their truth content emerges as an 'emphatic absence of meaning'.81 While artworks may themselves attempt to make sense of this enigmatic fracturing, they cannot make judgements concerning such meaning or lack thereof. Hence the enigmatic character of modern artworks calls for a speculative, philosophical interpretation of their truth content.

The truth content of artworks is the objective solution of the enigma posed by each and every one. By demanding its solution, the enigma points to its truth content. It can only be achieved by philosophical reflection. This alone is the justification of aesthetics.82


Without themselves demanding or standing in need of philosophical interpretation, artworks become indistinguishable from kitsch.

An interpretation of the truth content of modern artworks differs markedly, however, from an interpretation of artistic intention. With the latter, where the mystery of technical production and figuration is tautologically expounded by way of an artist's subjective intentions, artworks are reduced to a simple message. An aesthetic interpretation of an artwork's truth content illuminates rather the negatively determinate mediation of what is technically achieved in an artwork and that work's objective, expressive spirit. In other words, truth content does not simply mirror an artwork's figurative appearance, nor is it unrelated to that technical achievement, but emerges as the historically determinate antithesis of technical form and expression. As noted earlier, the technically produced aesthetic form of a modern artwork mediates and is itself critically mediated by mimetic expression, by the transfiguring sublimation of an artist's affective response to the world.


By re-enacting the spell of reality, by sublimating it as an image, art at the same time liberates itself from it; sublimation and freedom mutually accord. The spell with which art through its unity encompasses the membra disjecta of reality is borrowed from reality and transforms art into the negative appearance of utopia.83



This 'negative appearance of utopia' is negative to the extent that it does not directly appear in art at all. This semblance of sublime transcendence, which constitutes modern autonomous art, thus stands critically opposed to traditional aesthetic semblance and those social and political relations from which it is mimetically drawn. Unable to explain the presence of this negative, enigmatic truth content within their critically fractured aesthetic form, modernist artworks demand philosophical mediation. Indeed the intelligibility of modernist art, Adorno argues, depends on the historical truth sedimented in modern philosophical concepts. 'Philosophy and art converge in their truth content: The progressive self-unfolding truth of the artwork is none other than the truth of the philosophical concept'.84 The condition for this convergence is that both philosophy and art unavoidably carry the social collective and its history as mediating moments within their otherwise particular media of expression. Philosophy and art thereby constitute different sides of the same socio-cultural riddle.

Without speculative philosophy art would lose its critical intelligibility; and without art philosophy would lose the historical traces of sensuous particularity, of mimetic expression through which speculative critique is objectively mediated.


Philosophy can know and say what art cannot say; but the veracity of philosophy's saying is dependent on the truth content of art; philosophy's second reflection follows the historical path sedimented in works.85



Bernstein rightly views the speculative semblance of the sublime through which philosophy and art overlap as Adorno's attempt to reformulate more adequately the Kantian relation between the sensible and intelligible domains of human experience. For this relation no longer involves an a priori negation of sensuous experience in the transcendental intelligibility of Kant's categorical imperative. Rather it carries with it a speculative moral judgement, which redeems sensuous particularity by virtue of being 'neither legislated, posited, nor a reductive statement of fact'.86 What in turn redeems the utopian, metaphysical character of that judgement is the recognition of its inability to fully account for sensuous particularity. Speculative philosophy's dialectical relation to the sublime in modern autonomous art is the sign of this recognition.
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