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      Introduction: Why Adorno, Today?

      
      The difficulty, almost impossibility, of engaging with Adorno’s works today is itself
         a sign of the urgent need we have of him. Adorno becomes more insightful, more necessary,
         the more that our contemporary experience, with its unrelenting pace, its ceaseless
         noise and distraction, makes it difficult for us to truly listen to what he has to
         say. This is not an unfortunate accident; it goes to the very heart of what Adorno
         wants to say to us. The notorious opacity of Adorno’s writings, their complete and
         total refusal of the instant gratification we derive from mastering an argumentative
         sequence or a persuasive definition, seems cold and unforgiving to many readers. Why
         couldn’t he have written more clearly, it is asked, as though Adorno’s relentless
         style were simply a personal quirk? Many stop at that point, convinced that the only
         difficulty with the texts is a direct result of Adorno’s peculiar stubbornness. But
         Adorno’s foreignness, his never-ending untimeliness, has nothing to do with “mere”
         style. It comes from the demands of thinking imposed by a philosophy that resists
         absolutely an assimilation of its insights to the terms of what, today, passes for
         experience. We have become accustomed to living in a culture where things (music,
         advertisements, films) shout at us rather than talk to us, where we are stimulated and flattered, as consumers, rather than addressed as
         reflective, thinking beings. Hence we are likely to be perplexed on encountering a
         voice, like Adorno’s, that speaks to us respectfully, but insistently; which addresses
         us directly, but delicately. It would be futile to bring our habitual, cultural demand
         for a quick pay off to the exercise of reading Adorno. It does not offer us easy nuggets
         of wisdom that can be prized out of the text and held up as a reward for the work
         of seeking to understand. And what appear to be such nuggets turn quickly into clay
         when they are removed from the textual movement that gives them life. We have no choice,
         when reading Adorno, but to struggle through this initial incomprehension, making
         our way at first blindly, and then relying on our increasingly refined auditory sense
         for picking up the nuances and implications of words that seem to bear a particularly
         strong philosophic charge. There is no instant pay off, no tangible reward for intellectual
         investment. Over time, however, it may be possible for us to make our way into Adorno’s
         thinking, and the pattern of experience that he saw reflected in all the phenomena
         of his historical time. 
      

      
      Why does Adorno remain so foreign to our experience? Why, time and again, does the
         experience of reading Adorno offer the seduction of an understanding, an assimilation
         of his philosophy to this current hot topic or that prevalent idea, which, inevitably,
         is shown up as over hasty and insufficient when we return to the text? Is it perhaps
         because whatever insights were in the texts are slowly but surely disappearing over
         the horizon into historical oblivion? Should we take Adorno’s increasing untimeliness
         as a sign of the exhaustion of the critical force of his philosophical work, focused
         as it is on such obsolete sounding concepts as dialectic, exchange society, identity
         and nonidentity, the concept, mediation and metaphysics? I believe, and I argue in
         this book, that the opposite is the case. We need Adorno today more than ever, urgently
         so, because the crisis of experience that his writings set themselves against has
         only intensified and grown more universal in its reach in the almost-half-century
         since his death. Adorno is indeed more untimely, more difficult and impenetrable today
         than fifty years ago, and this is itself a manifestation of our greater need for him.
         
      

      
      What, then, is at stake in the decay of experience which forms the point of origin
         and the inevitable point of return of Adorno’s philosophical thinking? For Adorno,
         it was at root an epistemological problem that could be stated in Kantian terms. That
         is to say, it was at root a distortion or constriction of the cooperation and interaction
         of the faculties of understanding and sensibility in the construction of experience.
         It stems from the blind, aggressive, and indifferent manner in which we extract sense
         or meaning from the material bearer of that meaning. It is intimately bound up with
         the operation of concepts, or what Adorno often calls, generically, “the concept.”
         To call it “blind,” “aggressive,” and so on, is not intended to denote a criticism
         of concepts per se, rather it captures the deleterious consequences of these concepts once they have
         come fully under the spell of the cultural practices that put them to work in this
         distorted or constricted sense. This leads to an atrophy of the sense-making power
         of sensibility, and also a rigidification of the understanding, as concepts become
         ever more insensitive to the finely grained distinctions gathered up in the deliverances
         of sensibility. Adorno conceives this whole development as the capturing of our concepts
         by the logic of instrumental thinking, and its consequences for experience are disastrous.
         At the most basic level, it means that meaningful experience becomes equivalent to
         the identification of items of experience as the bearers of a detachable, measurable,
         and iterable value, allowing that item to be grouped together with others, to be opposed
         to still others, and to be taken up into all kinds of relations of entailment deriving
         from the specific nature of the value extracted from an experiential item. Those relations
         form the order of discursive significance which, within this conception, comprises
         the sum total of our knowledge in relation to experience. This is the order of what
         Adorno calls administered, or regimented experience. It comprises the reduction of
         the encounter with an experiential item to the identification of a detachable value
         (that is, one that can be instantiated in any number of other particulars), allowing
         for its easy assimilation into the sphere of what is already known. 
      

      
      There is, of course, for Adorno, a long history, the history of civilization since
         the ancient Greeks, through which one can trace the specific mutations and, ultimately,
         the total entrenchment of this instrumental form of thinking in our cultural practices,
         including practices of knowledge production. The history of capitalism, and its ceaseless,
         dynamic search for profit maximization, forms an important stage in this history.
         It is from Marx’s notion of the exchange of equivalents in capitalism as disguising
         an injustice that Adorno draws the framework in which he often talks of this cognitive
         distortion. The cognitive problem is then envisaged as mirroring the distortion that
         takes place when use value, the meaning of a product in the life of the user, is eclipsed
         by exchange value, the statement of the value of the product in quantifiable terms
         that establishes its comparability with all others. With this shift to a relation
         to the thing as exchangeable, measurable, quantifiable, there takes place a gradual
         disappearance of the cognitive potential of forms of experience that do not fit this
         scheme. But the economic sphere is only one area where this distortion takes place.
         According to Adorno, it has now become the dominant structure of experience across
         the entirety of social practice, giving rise to that totalizing distortion that Adorno
         calls the administered world. 
      

      
      The concern with the damaging social consequences of the general ascendancy of this
         inhibited form of experience is expressed in everything Adorno wrote. Whether he is
         discussing developments in music, literature, social theory, or philosophy, there
         is always a laser-like concentration on the ramifications of the short-circuiting
         of the potential for meaningful experience. Again and again, Adorno will come back
         to the idea of a breakdown in the capacity of concepts to unlock, and to enter into
         their experiential substance. Instead of a genuine interaction between a concept and
         its experiential content, what we find instead is a static, rigid opposition between
         the two poles of our cognitive capacity, which makes our powers of cognition shallow
         and perfunctory, yet also, at the same time, severe and tyrannical.[1]   Consider, for example, Adorno’s 1938 essay, “On the Fetish-Character in Music and
         the Regression of Listening.” Adorno’s point about the fetishistic nature of popular
         music is essentially a claim about how its structure dictates a response that vitiates
         the capacity of its elements to generate meaning. Adorno describes this development
         as a pathological distortion in the transformation of the idea of subjective freedom
         in Western music. Once a critique of materialistic alienation and the social repression
         of the individual, this idea has now eventuated in a liberation of musical elements
         from their subordination to the whole. What looks like genuine “liberation,” however,
         is in fact a forced isolation of the elements, which, as self-standing items conveying
         a particular quantity of pleasure, now become available for deployment as stable,
         repeatable and predictable effects. This is the origin of contemporary music’s commodity
         character.
      

      
         If the moments of sensual pleasure in the idea, the voice, the instrument are made
            into fetishes and torn away from any functions which could give them meaning, they
            meet a response equally isolated, equally far from the meaning of the whole, and equally
            determined by success in the blind and irrational emotions which form the relationship
            to music into which those with no relationship enter (FCM 278)
         

      

      This is not something unique to music, or indeed to popular culture. Adorno discerns
         the same distortion in positivist forms of modern sociology, which fetishize the individual
         event or thing, turning it in cognitive-theoretical terms into the instantiation of
         a general law or property (GS 8: 322). And, as we will see, it also captures a disfigurement in the potential of
         the philosophical concept, which now becomes what Adorno often describes as the mechanical-classificatory
         concept, rather than the full, emphatic concept. At the core of this distortion is
         a mutual antagonism at the heart of the two poles of the concept, its (hard) discursive-rational
         and its (soft) sensuous-mimetic dimensions. In non-regimented experience, there is
         a mutual stimulation and development among these two poles, where the deliverances
         of the sensuous pole, attentive to the thick, sensuous characteristics of an experiential
         item, quicken the work of the discursive-rational pole, and the latter, in turn, generates
         an ever-increasing immersion of the sensuous-mimetic side in the object. When it works
         as it should, this mutual interaction brings out the best of both sides of the concept
         and puts them to work together productively. The severity of the discursive-rational
         pole keeps the sensuous mimetic element focused intently on the object, and it continually
         reminds the sensuous-mimetic of the need to convert its attunement into the hard currency
         of knowledge. The sensuous-mimetic pole, for its part, reminds the discursive-rational
         pole that its obligation is to this particular experiential item. It is not enough to skim off general properties from the surface
         of the object, if what one is really after is a knowledge of this unique particular.
         When the discursive-rational wants to move too quickly to a determination of general
         characteristics, the sensuous-mimetic calls it back to this particular object. When
         the sensuous-mimetic pole forgets that its obligation is not to merge with the object
         but to know it, the discursive-rational pole exhorts it to the task in hand. Under
         the conditions of the commodification of experience, however, the twin sides of discursive
         severity and mimetic attunement begin to develop pathological forms of interaction
         that bring out the worst of both elements. The severity of the discursive-rational
         pole morphs into a form tyrannical mastery over the deliverances of the senses, using
         them for the identification of repeatable instances that can be instantly exchanged
         into quantities of pleasure (or more broadly, iterable properties). The sensuous-mimetic
         pole no longer faces a single, experiential item in which it can immerse itself ever
         more deeply. It now faces an atomized collection of moments, interaction with which
         is reduced to the mere identification of the elements and the quantitative determination
         of their value in terms of the subject’s aims and purposes. 
      

      
      Especially in a piece like “the Fetish-Character of Music,” Adorno’s voice can sometimes
         come across as doctrinaire and dogmatic. It is easy to find solace in the thought
         that Adorno is, perhaps, just too much of a killjoy. Why else would he be so insistent
         in what looks like his censorious denunciation of the sensuous pleasures associated
         with the enjoyment of music and other cultural products? To see why this is wrong,
         we need to appreciate what is at the root of this emancipation of pleasure in modernity.
         For Adorno, it is not a liberation of the sensuous side of enjoyment at all. What
         looks like a setting free of the capacity for sensuous pleasure is actually the consequence
         of an almost tyrannical domination of the sensuous-mimetic capacity by the discursive-rational
         concept. Paradoxically, what makes possible the liberation of pleasure is the severe
         restriction of the striving for the object of the sensuous-mimetic capacity. It is
         an unrelenting form of self-repression that presents itself as a kind of liberation.
         And it is because so much of popular culture is a continuation by other means of the
         coercion of capitalist work relations that Adorno’s critique of it is so uncompromising.
         
      

      
      Adorno, I believe, provides us with the philosophical resources for understanding
         why what appears as a form of liberation is in fact anything but. Moreover, the developing
         tendencies of life in advanced capitalism since Adorno’s death do not merely confirm
         Adorno’s overall story. They show clearly and exhaustively the working out of the
         logic of administered experience. It seems plausible to describe the overall trajectory
         of these changes as part of a broader shift away from an ethic of asceticism, famously
         captured by Weber in the idea of a protestant ethic governed by prudence, rational
         calculation, saving, and self-restraint. The emphasis on self-control, moderation,
         prudence and planning was reflected in the institutional structure of the modern corporation,
         which rewarded its employees, as Richard Sennett argued, with the possibility of a
         linear narrative arc for their lives built around the ethical values of loyalty, commitment,
         trust and responsibility.[2]   A work ethic, comprising a self-disciplined use of one’s time and self-restraint,
         manifested in the capacity for delayed gratification, comprised the core of what Weber
         conceived of as a worldly asceticism. In the new global, short-term, flexible capitalism,
         Sennett argues, these traditional virtues of industrial capitalism suddenly seem outdated,
         as if they belonged to a different world. Sennett asks:
      

      
         How can long-term purposes be pursued in a short-term society? How can durable social
            relations be sustained? How can a human being develop a narrative of identity and
            life history in a society composed of episodes and fragments? The conditions of the
            new economy feed instead on experience which drifts in time, from place to place,
            from job to job.[3]   
         

      

      Sennett is concerned about the possibility of building a life narrative in the conditions
         of the new, flexible capitalism. And, certainly, the capacity to accept the social
         fragmentation of the self and/or its perpetual reinvention suggest the construction
         of an entirely new social self. But what I am interested in, philosophically speaking,
         are the experiential consequences of this shift. Are we faced today with an entirely
         new structure of experience, in the shape of a post-ascetic, consumer-driven capitalism?
         
      

      
      Benjamin Barber has sought to capture this transition as a general shift from the
         rational, calculating, Weberian bookkeeper, as the archetypal capitalist subject,
         to the dominance of a consumerist ethos of infantilism:
      

      
         The infantilist ethos generates a set of habits, preferences, and attitudes that encourage
            and legitimate childishness. As with Protestant asceticism in its time, infantilism
            reflects broad attitudes and general behavior that mirror the age, beyond the specific
            concerns of capitalism. But it also serves capitalist consumerism directly by nurturing
            a culture of impetuous consumption necessary to selling puerile goods in a developed
            world that has few genuine needs.[4]   
         

      

      Barber’s understanding of infantilism draws on the model of developmental psychology,
         where it characterizes a pathologically arrested stage of emotional development. In
         the cultural-psychological sense, he suggests, it represents a process of “pathologically
         regressive stage of consumer market development.”[5]   The psychological landscape of the infantilist ethos, Barber argues, can be neatly
         summarized in three prevailing dualisms: it is the preference for the easy over the
         hard, the simple over the complex, and the fast over the slow. Taken together in their
         mutual intersections, these preferences overturn the familiar notions of adulthood
         as distinguished from childhood, at least in so far as this has meant a capacity for
         self-restraint, tolerance for delayed gratification, a sense of historical continuity
         rather than an absorption in present needs and impulses, the capacity to reason, and
         so on.[6]   Altogether, this psychological landscape undergirds the absolute value, within
         the consumerist ethos, of instant gratification, perfectly exemplified in the “easy”
         preference for “weight loss without exercise, marriage without commitment, painting
         or piano by the numbers without practice or discipline, internet ‘college degrees’
         without course work or commitment.”[7]   But it is equally discernible in the “simple” preference for sports as circus entertainment
         driven by whirling spotlights and adolescent music, or the effects of an extreme preference
         for speed on the news cycle, or the intolerance of complexity in film, music and video
         games. Encouraged to be “kidults,” contemporary consumers, Barber argues, allow themselves
         to be defined in large part by brand identities or branded lifestyles, collapsing
         the barrier between self and world in a way that mimics the structure of psychological
         infantilism. 
      

      
      Now listen to Adorno describing, in 1938, the subjective consequences of the fetishistic
         structure of cultural products:
      

      
         The counterpart to the fetishism of music is a regression of listening. . . . It is
            contemporary listening which has regressed, arrested at the infantile stage. Not only
            do listening subjects lose, along with freedom of choice and responsibility, the capacity
            for conscious perception of music . . . but they stubbornly reject the possibility
            of such perception. They fluctuate between comprehensive forgetting and sudden dives
            into recognition. They listen atomistically and dissociate what they hear, but precisely
            in this dissociation they develop certain capacities which accord less with the concepts
            of traditional esthetics than with those of football and motoring (FCM 286). 
         

      

      Together with sport and film, Adorno goes on to say, mass music and the new listening
         “make escape from the whole infantile milieu impossible” (FCM 287). Deconcentration and distracted attention, and the child-like preference to be
         served the same dish, over and over again, can be seen as the prototypes of today’s
         consumerist ethos of infantilism. The capturing of social and public institutions
         by the same ethos might well be seen, from an Adornian perspective, as infantilism’s
         escape from its pop-cultural roots into the dominant, structuring principle of social
         experience, a development rendered more or less inevitable by capitalism’s demand
         for impulsive consumers to buy things that have little relation to genuine need. But
         what Adorno allows us to see is that the “new” structure of social experience is in
         fact not new at all. What has happened to social experience in the shift from the
         ascetic-productive ethos to the infantile-consumerist ethos is akin to a tilting of
         the sphere of experience on its central axis, now revealing the other side or pole
         of the sphere of the broken concept, the corruption of the sensuous-mimetic in the
         form of instant gratification, which was all along the stunted counterpart of the
         cold and indifferent rationalism of capitalism’s ascetic phase. What has happened
         in the shift from Protestant asceticism to consumerist instant gratification is simply
         that the repressed form of the sensuous-mimetic pole of the concept has been unshackled
         from its subordination to the rational element, but without a fundamental transformation in the interaction of the two poles of the
            concept themselves. The discursive-rational element remains indifferent and tyrannical toward the sensuous-mimetic
         comportment of thinking, only now that tyranny does not take the form of a constant
         surveillance and control of pleasure. Rather, it asserts itself in the form of a command,
         issued upon the sensuous-mimetic, to seek out, to have and to repeat pleasurable experiences.
         But what remains ever the same is the antagonism between the discursive-rational and
         the sensuous-mimetic poles of the concept. The rational element is prohibited from
         getting inside, and hence from informing and transforming the notion of pleasure.
         And since the sensuous-mimetic remains stuck at this regressive stage, it is incapable
         of transforming the rational determination of what kind of pleasure is worth seeking.
         
      

      
      The arc of continuity undergirding the “new” structure of experience can also be perceived
         in Arlie Hochschild’s recent description of the “outsourced self,” the self subject
         to the severe pressures of commodification in the private sphere. Hochschild describes
         this process as the aggressive reconfiguration of intimate life by the pressures of
         marketization
      

      
         In the marketization of personal life, acts that were once intuitive or ordinary—deciding
            whom to marry, choosing a name for your newborn, even figuring out what to want—now
            require the help of paid experts. . . . [Market services] raise, at every turn, the
            specter of a profound shift in American culture: the commodification of intimate life,
            which may be the great unnoticed trend of our time.[8]   
         

      

      Contrary to what Hochschild claims here, however, this “trend” has not gone “unnoticed,”
         and it is certainly not “new.” Hochschild certain offers some striking examples of
         the hollowing out of intimate life through the proliferation of market services such
         as wedding planners, marriage therapists, love coaches, paid carers, wantologists,
         personal trainers and dog walkers. These are services, she argues, which “reach into
         the heart of our emotional lives, a realm previously more shielded from the market.”[9]   The evidence for some kind of experiential shift appears difficult to refute, but
         it is not quite the transition that Hochschild suggests. Again, let’s consider Adorno’s
         great work on the disfigurement of private life, Minima Moralia, and the account of commodifed experience in the first paragraph of that work,
      

      
         What the philosophers once knew as life has become the sphere of private existence
            and now of mere consumption, dragged along as an appendage of the process of material
            production, without autonomy and substance of its own. He who wishes to know the truth
            about life in its immediacy must scrutinize its estranged form, the objective powers
            that determine individual existence even in its most hidden recesses. . . . Our perspective
            of life has passed into an ideology which conceals the fact that there is life no
            longer (MM 15). 
         

      

      Adorno places the emphasis on the marshalling of the private sphere for the sake of
         production. It is a complaint against the incorporation and integration of the private
         individual into the system of production, in the process effacing or distorting the
         attitudes, behaviors and practices that, from the standpoint of productivity, are
         without purpose, and not fungible. This instrumentalization of private existence by
         economic arrangements is traced into the micro-shifts in everyday social relations.
         It can be seen, for instance, in the fact that instead of raising their hats, men
         “greet each other with the hallos of familiar indifference, that, instead of letters,
         they send each other inter-office communications without address or signature” (MM §20). It is also evident in the marginalization of gift-giving as a social practice,
         which even in its private form has “degenerated to a social function” (MM §21). What, one wonders, would Adorno have made of RentAFriend™, the online gift registry,
         and Twitter™? What is “new” in the outsourced self is not the commodification of intimate
         life; it is rather the marketizing of the substance of private existence as though it were itself a commodity. And we can recognize in this transition the same shift
         from the productivist ethos, in which private life is instrumentalized and consequently
         absorbed into the sphere of economic production, to the dominance of the attitudes
         and practices of consumerism, in which the ideal of an authentic private life is sold
         back to individuals as a commodity, where that life is reconstituted as discrete moments of pleasure bought
         and sold on the market. What primarily concerned Adorno was the hollowing out of the
         intimate sphere, and the disappearance of the attitudes and practices that sustain
         it as the intimate sphere is reconstituted according to the instrumental imperatives
         of economic production. But now, in the outsourcing of personal and intimate experiences
         as packaged commodities, we see the attempt to recover a lost realm of authentic private
         experience as a series of marketized and fungible moments. This return of intimate existence as
         discrete, pleasurable instances requires that prior instrumentalization of the private
         sphere, but now that instrumentalization serves the reconstitution of private life
         as a commodity. 
      

      
      The new, consumerist form of commodification has a corrupting effect on the very idea
         of the public and of the political. Politicians, Benjamin Barber argues, are “merchandized
         and sold as commodities to a public regarded not as a body of public citizens but
         as a clientele.”[10]   Rather than careful, public deliberation in civic debate, the enunciation of spontaneous,
         private judgment has become the norm. The branding of an idea of policy (“Obamacare”)
         becomes more important than what it is or what an idea does. Political discourse now
         takes place under the sway of the scheme of the constitution of value as fungible
         and measurable that drives instrumental thinking. A political speech is encountered
         today not as a single, sustained piece of persuasive thinking; it is dissected into
         isolable pieces, entirely separate from context, which deliver a quantifiable “value,”
         the agreement of the listener that can be measured as the pleasure of a positive response.
         During the 2008 U.S. Presidential Debates, CNN began a practice of running a continuous
         response measure of voter reactions to accompany its broadcast of the debates. Often
         referred to as the “worm,” this device requires voters to turn the dial on a handset,
         one way to register a “positive” response to what they are hearing, and in the opposite
         direction to register a “negative” response. The most common complaint about this
         procedure has been whether it “influences” viewers” perceptions of the debate, creating
         rather than merely reflecting a narrative about how they debate went.[11]   But the far more significant distortion is not political, it is cognitive. It is
         the reconstitution of the speech as made up of discrete units that deliver a measurable
         value to the audience. Once this has been established as the truth about what a speech
         is, the work of composing it and of understanding its import becomes the activity
         of registering and measuring these isolable units that convey the value of the speech.
         It is impossible to quantify the real value of a political speech that builds up a
         complete picture of a subject, carefully and incrementally, and addresses the viewer
         as a thinking being. And hence the reconfiguration of a speech or talk as the delivery
         of discrete units of assent manifested as quantities of pleasure introduces a fatal
         distortion into the practice of political discourse. CNN did not inaugurate this distortion.
         It must already exist as a schematization of experience before it gets translated
         into specific forms and devices for dissecting and measuring experience. It is because
         we are already living within a world of administered experience where we assess the
         value of a speech according to its delivery of discrete and isolable positive or negative
         outcomes that the measurement of reactions has become so important (far more important
         than a discussion of its content) to the question of whether the speech was successful
         or not. But what is also unmistakable in this example is the way that the reconstitution
         of experience as fungible and measurable drives a process of infantilization that,
         ultimately, recognizes as meaningful only what is translatable into the terms of instant
         gratification. The “worm” reflects the reconstitution of the political speech as a
         commodity that delivers discrete units of pleasure or displeasure
      

      
      Henri Giroux, commenting on this general corruption of political life, notes that
         the obligation to listen, respect the views of others and engage in a literate exchange,
         has now given way to a “highly spectacularized embrace of an infantile emotionalism.”[12]   The broader consequence of this, he argues, is a widespread civic illiteracy that
         makes it “impossible to grasp private troubles and the meaning of the self in relation
         to larger public problems and social relations.” What passes for public discourse
         is simply a cacophony of private, emotive self-expression, lacking the skills of listening,
         critical reflection, revision and response that might allow the transition from the
         privatized world of self-presentation to the public world of citizens engaged in rational
         dialogue to take place. Civic literacy, as Giroux points out, is hard work requiring
         a strong conception of public responsibility and an education system that emphasizes
         reflection and critical thinking rather than learning how to take tests. 
      

      
      However, higher education has itself proved powerless to avoid the pressure of the
         forces of commodification and instant gratification that have become ubiquitous under
         the iron grip of regimented experience. As Marc Bousquet has demonstrated, campus
         administrators, over the last forty years, have wholeheartedly embraced the values
         and practices of corporate management, leading to rampant commoditization and commercialization
         in every facet of university life.[13]   This is not confined to the auctioning off of all campus services to the highest
         bidder. It is manifested in the very conceptualization of something so vital to academic
         life as classroom teaching. Enormous economic pressure on institutions of higher education,
         together with the perceived need to determine a scientific measurement of teaching
         “effectiveness” and of the rigor of a program of study, have created the universal
         urge to specify what educators do in the form of an objective, measurable and standardized
         product. The name for this product in current academic jargon is “learning outcomes.”
         As their name suggests, learning outcomes are intended to describe an outcome or action
         that is demonstrable and assessable. They identify the skills and knowledge that a
         learner is supposed to have acquired on the successful completion of a course of study.
         As one critic of the leaning outcomes movement has noted, it operates on the presumption
         that “education is production and that faculty, students, and administrators must
         learn to engage in it as efficiently as possible. It assumes and conditions others
         to assume that knowledge and learning are commodities.”[14]   In the pressure to schematize the work of teaching as the production of “learning
         outcomes,” we can discern the very same force of the imperative of fungibility and
         measurability that corrupts the whole of contemporary experience. A learning “outcome,”
         after all, is a standardized measure for the educational value of the experience that
         the student partakes of in the college classroom. Here, the student is promised, and
         the teacher dedicated to produce, a fungible and measurable return on the investment
         of college life. One cannot, of course, place a measurable value on the activity of
         reading a book. And, as any teacher is aware, the profoundest effect on the lives
         of students almost always takes time to germinate, when the fragile seeds that take
         root in the mind often take years to fully develop, and work their effects long after
         any “outcomes” have been assessed, catalogued and measured. Indeed, as critics have
         pointed out, “the most fruitful and valuable feature of higher education is the emergence
         of ideas, skills and connections, which were unforeseen, even by the teacher. . .
         . The commodification of knowledge and the attempt to define learning outcomes precisely
         are antithetical to good educational practice.”[15]   
      

      
      If we are attentive to what is taking place in this redefinition of education as production,
         and if we ask after the implicit model of education, of the vision of the experience
         that takes place in a college classroom between a teacher and his or her students,
         we will discern here a striking example of the regimentation of experience. But it
         would be wrong to think of this as the result of misguided individual decisions. There
         are enormous economic and political pressures that seem inexorably to be driving this
         reconstitution of the “value” of a college education. And these pressures both reflect
         and reinforce the generalized social dominance of administered experience. In Academia,
         these pressures have long been at work outside the classroom, eroding academic professionalism
         and the self-government of a community of scholars and creating a rampant casualization
         of academic work.[16]   The main motive of this trend has clearly been the economic imperative to cut costs
         and “deliver” education more cheaply. However, what usually escapes notice in discussion
         of this issue is that the economic imperative at work here is enabled to work on its
         cost cutting mission by a prior cognitive reordering and reconstituting of the significance
         of, say, classroom teaching. Instead of forming an element that is organically linked
         with other elements of university life, such as research and scholarship, and collegial
         activities, the effect of which on the health and vibrancy of an institution is indubitable,
         but not fungible and hence not measurable, “teaching” is severed from other activities
         and conceived as a separate product (a “deliverable”), bearing its own measurable
         value. Only now, once this cognitive shift has taken place, does it become possible
         to subject the labor of college teaching to the economic imperative of cost savings,
         the substitution of an expensive teacher by a cheaper one to deliver the ‘same” value.
         The new “information university” can thus set about replacing the outdated and unmeasurable
         professoriat with a host of contingent and semi-skilled workers, including graduate
         students, part time faculty, writing and technology consultants, and so on.[17]   For the students, of course, the consequences of this transformation are even worse.
         Rather than the fantasized sacred space of leisure, reflection and self-experimentation
         that precedes entry into professional and public life, student life has become reconceived
         as indenture: a life of debt, overwork and under-insurance.[18]   
      

      
      Administered experience constitutes the subject/consumer as a passive receiver of
         discrete and isolable units of value, who encounters experiential items that have
         been pre-formatted to obviate the need for reflective immersion and sustained contemplation.
         The “yay” or “boo” dichotomy through which we are encouraged by political commentary
         to conceive our relation to the political speech is mirrored in the “like” or “dislike”
         by which companies like Amazon and Facebook ask us to capture our experiential responses
         to a piece of writing, a book, a piece of music, and so on. The compulsion to document
         the self that is so prevalent in social media is actually an imperative to constitute
         the self as a series of discrete experiences. The urge to document an experience as
         a discrete event shows its infantilist origin in the unmistakable shift that occurs
         when the immersion in an experience is supplanted by a focus on the self having the experience. One can observe this today in the museums of major cities, at music
         concerts and sporting events, where documenting the self as it is in the act of experiencing (in the click of a camera or smart phone) both individualizes
         and flattens out the nature of the experience, making it a suitably substanceless
         candidate for the ubiquitous “like” or “dislike.” There is an even more insidious
         version of this imperative in the products of the culture industry, as Adorno and
         Horkheimer knew well. We encounter an archetypal form of this administered experience
         in the canned laughter by which popular sitcoms signal to us, and demand of us, that
         we should take pleasure in this act or this line. Here we see both the way that the viewer’s experience has already
         been pre-schematized to obviate the need for thinking (the viewer is instructed: this is where you must laugh!), and the reduction of the experience itself to one that
         delivers discrete units of satisfaction. It is the latter, the cognitive distortion
         that is the condition of the possibility of rampant cultural infantilism. The ultimate
         actualization of this constitution of experience in popular culture, however, is the
         inaptly named Reality Television. What is most striking to anyone watching carefully
         is how manufactured, scripted, coached, and hence predictable, this “reality” actually
         is. The staged confrontations, the conformity to types that is hammered into the viewer’s
         brain over and over, manufacture the experience of the viewer according to the logic
         of administered experience, as the passive enjoyment of discrete units of pleasure.
         In calling this “reality,” the brutal dissection followed by recomposition of an experience
         as a series of discrete and standardized units that offer a predictable and instant
         pay-off for the viewer, we are saying more than we realize about what has become our
         experience in the administered world. Sporting events have now become drawn wholly
         and inexorably into this infantilist construction of experience. From the emergence
         of teams to the field of play to the significant events on the pitch, there is a constant
         process at work, through which the spectator has the value of what is experienced
         objectified, isolated and measured for him or her. Sports in the contemporary commercial
         setting, argues Barber, “offer instant consumables that demand and are reinforced
         by infantilization.”[19]   When a goal is scored, the spectator is instructed how to respond by way of a musical
         interlude and loud speaker announcement. There is no uncertainty, and certainly no
         spontaneous, unpredictable reactions. The spectator knows how to respond, knows what
         value the experience bears for him or her, when he hears the music. The emergence
         of the teams has become a similar focal point of the delivery of measurable value,
         turning an amorphous expectation and anticipation into a discrete and repeatable experience.
      

      
      This is not intended to be a restatement of the familiar trope of the ideological
         function of popular culture. Not only because it has become too easy to pick the low
         hanging fruit of those branches, but more significantly because there is simply no
         cultural space left where administered experience has not infiltrated and reconstituted
         the possibilities of meaningful engagement. The force of Adorno’s statement in Minima Moralia, cited earlier, that “there is life no longer,” derives from its situating itself
         squarely outside the incremental work of knowledge production. It would be impossible,
         as well entirely counter to the spirit of what Adorno is saying, if we sought to turn
         this pronouncement into another position to be assimilated into the machinery of scholarly
         production. It refuses, on behalf of something that used to be known as life, Leben, to make itself available as another perspective within the production of ideas.
         It asks of us that we recognize the disfigurement of experience even in the thought
         that thinks that disfigurement. Thus Adorno’s writing undertakes a continual resistance
         to its being understood as a contribution to the work of knowledge production. The
         demands of discursive thinking, since they reflect the broken relationship between
         concept and material, will inexorably lead thinking toward the recapitulation of administered
         experience, unless this movement can be resisted by the textuality of the work itself.
         It is for this reason that Adorno calls us to the difficult and uncertain work of
         tracing withering of experience right into the activity of thinking itself. 
      

      
      While certainly not an exhaustive survey, this discussion should at least provide
         prima facie plausibility for the notion that Adorno would recognize the contours of
         contemporary experience as an entrenchment of the processes driving administered experience
         with which his own work was concerned, rather than a fundamentally new configuration.
         Adorno’s work, if we listen carefully, gives us the vital clues for understanding
         what has happened to experience, and outlines a practice of thinking and writing that
         offers us a glimpse of the possibility of non-regimented experience. In this book,
         I want to outline and defend the claim that Adorno’s philosophy is best described,
         and defended, as a form of what I will call philosophical modernism. As I will argue
         in subsequent chapters, the same concerns about experience and the pathological development
         of modernity that inform Adorno’s philosophical work are also discernible as major
         themes in the work of Heidegger. The general line of my approach will be to show that,
         once we have in view the modernist background, it becomes clear both what is really
         at stake in Heidegger’s philosophy of being, and also why Adorno regards it as a failed
         attempt to come to terms with the pathologies of modern experience. 
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      Chapter 1

      Philosophical Modernism

      
         
         
      

      
      1. The Duality of the Concept

      
      The philosophical problem at the center of modernism is as old as philosophy itself.
         More specifically, we can locate its origin at the moment the ontological question
         of the status of non-being became, in Plato’s Meno, the epistemological problem of knowledge of what is unknown. After several unsuccessful
         attempts to answer the question “what is virtue?” Meno seems to come to a realization
         that the enterprise itself is mistaken. He inquires: “How will you look for it when
         you do not know at all what it is? Which of the things you do not know will you set
         before yourself to investigate? If you should happen to meet with it, how will you
         know that this is the thing that you did not know?”[1]   There is an ambiguity in Meno’s inquiry, depending on whether one takes it to be
         asking how we ought to begin an inquiry when we don’t know what we are looking for, or whether we understand it
         to be asking how we would know whether we had successfully completed it. The latter,
         Dominic Scott has suggested, is a “problem of discovery,” that is, a problem of how
         it is possible to discover or learn something that one did not know before.[2]   The problem arises because, when you are looking for a candidate answer, you must
         match that answer against the specification you already have—as part of the delineation
         of the inquiry itself, of what the answer must look like. It follows that all we can
         really claim is that we have found an answer that matches what we already thought
         and believed we were looking for. We are forever trapped within a circle of belief,
         unable to transcend our starting point of existing assumptions and convictions. Discovery
         or learning must then be thought of as a process of “realizing that one thing matches
         something that one already knows.”[3]   Plato proposes the idea of recollection, remembering what has been forgotten, as
         a solution to the problem. This answer will be developed in fascinating directions
         in the modernist response. Before getting to that, it is important to be clear about
         the modernist version of this problem. Here is Adorno’s restatement of the problem
         in the 1965/6 lectures on negative dialectic:
      

      
      
         We are required in philosophy to talk with concepts and about concepts; and thereby, that with which philosophy is concerned—namely the nonconceptual,
            that to which concepts are related—is from the beginning excluded from its realm.
            Philosophy thus already extinguishes itself through its own medium, through its own
            beginning point, in relation to what it is actually aiming for: that is, the possibility
            of making judgments about what it itself is not, what is not conceptual (NS IV:16, 95). 
         

      

      Adorno’s version of the problem of discovery points to an inevitable discrepancy between
         what philosophy is, namely, a discourse with and about concepts, and what philosophy is looking for, namely, the possibility of making judgments about what is not conceptual. Philosophy
         is, it would seem, condemned to a perennial failure by the disjunction between the
         language of philosophy itself and what it is trying to achieve. It is a discourse
         that, using concepts, wants to talk about the nonconceptual. When Adorno talks of
         the nonconceptual in this way, it is important to see that he does not mean the referent
         of concepts (as, for example, all the individual cats in the world are referents of
         the concept “cat”). The distinction has nothing to do with the difference between
         what belongs to the interior realm of thought and what exists “out there” beyond thought.
         What he means by the nonconceptual, as I shall try to show in this work, is a form,
         or forms of experience, which is/are incommensurable with the structure of experience
         as it is made accessible through the ordinary, discursive operation of concepts. The
         problem is, then, that when we begin an inquiry in philosophy, since we must use concepts,
         we are only ever going to come upon forms of experience that are commensurable with
         the conceptual operation of our thinking. How, therefore, is it going to be possible
         for us to discover nonconceptual forms of experience? We can find this problem in
         different forms throughout Adorno’s philosophy. When Adorno talks of the nonidentical,
         for example, he means what is incompatible with the constitutive, identifying function
         of concepts, that is, the distinguishing of particulars as cases of, or as falling
         under, a concept. Why, then (and this question will conjure up a familiar criticism
         of Adorno, from Habermas to Pippin), does Adorno maintain that it is the task of philosophy
         to do something which looks to be, per definitionem, impossible?[4]   How, as the criticism has it, can it be the task of philosophy to do something
         that it is impossible for it to do? There are two things to be said immediately about
         this. Firstly, Adorno will say that, if we listen carefully to what is said whenever
         we use philosophical concepts, we will not fail to notice the presence of a demand,
         a striving, that pushes beyond whatever it is that these concepts are able to say.
         The task of going beyond the concept is not something brought to concepts from the
         outside, as it were, but is demanded by concepts themselves whenever they are put to use as concepts. Adorno is simply taking that demand seriously.
         Adorno writes in Negative Dialectic that, already in the simple, identifying judgment, a “utopian element” joins itself
         to the pragmatic, nature-dominating aspect of the concept (ND 153). However, it is also the case that we have become habituated, in philosophical
         thinking, to using concepts in such a way that this demand has been suppressed, and
         hence rendered virtually silent. The usual way of using concepts in philosophy, then,
         contravenes the demand that is part of the meaning of concepts themselves. To make
         this demand relevant again, Adorno will have to find a way of doing philosophy that
         is able to recover the full meaning of concepts, as opposed to their more constricted
         usage in philosophical discourse. This brings us to the second point. While it is
         impossible to use concepts directly to identify the nonidentical, it may be possible
         nonetheless to deploy concepts in relation to one another such that, although the
         nonconceptual or the nonidentical does not appear within the discursive progression
         of concepts itself, it is nonetheless present as a kind of figure formed by the arrangement
         of concepts. Instead of being directly said, it is indicated by what takes place in
         and through the composition of the text itself. These two ideas, I believe, provide
         the essential guidelines for making sense of any work of philosophy written by Adorno.
         They establish, as the essential task of philosophical writing, the discovery of a
         form of composition that will be able to rescue and embody the full force of the demand
         of the philosophical concept, and that will do so by deploying concepts in a way which
         continually resists the habitual reduction of their truth claim. Adorno’s name for
         that form of composition, both early and late, is the constellation.[5]   He writes in Negative Dialectic that “[o]nly concepts can bring about what is prevented by the concept. . . . The
         determinable error [Fehler] of all concepts makes it necessary to cite others along with it; from this, those
         constellations spring up which alone keep alive something of the hope of the name”
         (ND 62). Adorno’s solution to the epistemological problem will involve the practice of
         a form of composition that changes and modifies concepts through the relations in which they are placed with other concepts in the
         text. Adorno, like Plato (and also, of course, like Hegel), calls this way of practicing
         philosophy “dialectic.” 
      

      
      Where does this demand or striving of the concept come from? Or, otherwise expressed,
         what is the force that animates the concept? The simplest answer to this question
         is: the subject. Adorno writes in the preface to Negative Dialectic that the essential task of that work is to “break through the deception of constitutive
         subjectivity with the force of the subject” (ND 10). The constituting subject represents, for Adorno, the restriction of cognitive
         experience to the subsumption of particulars under concepts. This, as I will show,
         is conceived as a kind of confinement or imprisonment of the self within a scheme
         that coercively circumscribes the realm of possible experience. This is the scheme
         that the practice of philosophy as dialectic wants to break through. It is vital,
         however, that we do not misunderstand this point as a complaint about rationality
         tout court. The constituting subject, according to Adorno’s account, is constructed through
         a process of the curtailment of the rational potential of the experiencing subject.
         It represents the infiltration of extra-rational imperatives into the work of constructing
         what counts as meaningful experience. And it is this work of extra-rational construction
         that dialectic sets out to reverse. Adorno’s negative dialectic is then essentially
         a process of recuperation, similar to the re-collection or Er-innerung, that Hegel uses to refer to his own procedure at the very end of the Phenomenology of Spirit. It is a recovery of cognitive experience in its plenitude, before it gets circumscribed
         within the predictable and mechanical work of discursive rationality that sets the
         conditions of possibility of current experience. 
      

      
      Throughout Adorno’s work, there is a consistent complaint about a drastic and damaging
         narrowing of the capacities of the subject that are in play in rational thinking.
         Knowledge, Adorno writes in Minima Moralia, “comes to us through a network of prejudices, opinions, innervations, self-corrections,
         presuppositions and exaggerations,” in short (and here anticipating that full, non-circumscribed
         notion of experience) “through the dense, firmly founded but by no means uniformly
         transparent medium of experience” (MM § 50). In Negative Dialectic, Adorno writes that the capacity to distinguish the essential from the inessential
         depends on the capacity for experiencing suffering and happiness (ND 172). And in the lectures on philosophical terminology, Adorno associates the “subjective
         comportment” of thinking with love and enthusiasm (PT 80–1). This is also played out in Negative Dialectic as a distinction between two forms of conceptual identification. There is the simple,
         mechanical, application of concepts that is concerned with which concept a particular
         case falls under. On the other hand, there is a more demanding form of identification
         that wants to say “what something is” rather than simply what it falls under (ND 152). It is identifying “with” rather than identifying “as.” To really understand
         what is at stake in this distinction, we need to focus not simply on the structure
         of the judgment, but on the comportment, the engagement of the subject who is forming
         judgments. The “force” of the “it is” that breaks through restricted identity is generated
         by the animation of the concept effected by the subject. 
      

      
      What underlies this claim in Adorno’s thinking is his understanding of the two poles
         of the concept. The concept has both a discursive-rational component and a mimetic
         component.[6]   Both of these poles are at work in each and every judgment, however the nature
         of their interaction, the way they extend and inform each other, is vastly different.
         In the restricted form of identity thinking that delineates regimented experience,
         this interaction is reduced to the barest form, where the mimetic function simply
         picks out and confirms the particular as the suitable candidate for a discursive role
         (This is a pen, and hence can be taken up in the discursive relations appropriate for pens:
         I can write with it, place it in my shirt pocket, etc.). There is a kind of interaction
         and mutual dependence, but it is purely mechanical; it does not alter, develop or
         enrich the expectations of the discursive rational component about what it should
         expect from particulars of a certain sort, and neither does it deepen the mimetic
         relation to the object. This is the model of cognition that Hegel refers to in the
         Phenomenology as mere pigeon-holing thinking. It simply picks out particulars as instantiations
         of pre-existing categories. This is more of an ideal limit of the restricted concept
         rather than a real possibility. However, to the extent that the operation of concepts
         becomes more mechanical and automatic, it approaches this limit point. 
      

      
      Adorno writes of mimesis in Aesthetic Theory as the “nonconceptual affinity of the subjectively produced with its unposited other”
         (AT  54/86–7). The temptation in trying to make sense of Adorno’s scheme is to assume
         that one of the poles, the mimetic or the discursive-rational, must be given a positive,
         affirmative sense and the other a negative one. But, in fact, nothing could be further
         from Adorno’s real intentions. Mimesis, of itself, is neither good nor bad, neither
         a positive nor a negative principle. And the same goes for the discursive-rational
         pole. The “inextinguishable moment of mimesis in cognition,” Adorno writes in Negative Dialectic, becomes untruth when mimetic affinity “posits itself as positive” (ND 153). A similar warning can be discerned in Adorno’s claim in Minima Moralia that “the gentlest, left to their own momentum, have a tendency to culminate in unimaginable
         brutality” (MM § 49). If given free reign, mimesis would follow its inclination to the point of disappearance,
         of merging with the object, such that the element of difference, of separation that
         constitutes the relation between knower and known disappears completely. There is
         a similar danger in art, where giving free reign to mimesis would lead to the regression
         of art to “magic” (AT 54/86). The mimetic urge to become one with the object must be restrained by the opposite
         pole, the discursive-rational, which upholds the requisite distance to be able to
         turn affinity into the respectful distance of knowledge. On the other hand, if the
         discursive-rational pole gets the upper hand and suffocates the mimetic capacity,
         knowledge ends up being too cold, weak, and distant to really be able to say anything
         significant about the particular as particular. This is why absolutely everything
         depends on the nature of the relation and the interaction between the two. Each pole,
         left to itself, will try to pull away from and extinguish the other. But the very
         possibility of knowledge depends on the capacity of the thinker to keep these two
         poles together in a state of mutually productive interaction, where the upward pull
         of the discursive-rational, which wants its concepts to move freely across the smooth
         surface of discursive space, is balanced by the downward force of mimetic affinity,
         which wants to immerse the concept in the thick sensuous features of the object. It
         is the discursive-rational pole that holds back the mimetic element from its desire
         to merge with the object, to forsake knowledge for unity. 
      

      
      In the 1958/9 lectures on aesthetics, Adorno makes clear that the mimetic is not the
         “imitation of a determinate thing” or of something “objective,” but is rather “imitating
         comportment itself” or “identifying comportment.” That is, the “identification of
         a being with what it itself is not,” without this act comprising the imitation of
         something objective (NS IV:3, 160). Intriguingly, Adorno cites here, as an illustration of this idea, Plato’s
         notion of beauty as a copy or likeness of the beautiful. Plato’s thought, Adorno explains,
         is that every beautiful thing we encounter approximates to something, it reminds us
         of something, even that it comes into contact or touches on something (an etwas rührt). But, again, the similarity in beauty is not the similarity with a determinate thing
         (NS IV:3, 161). It is rather a “similarity in itself,” or “absolute similarity.” Elsewhere
         in the lectures, Adorno qualifies the sense of mimesis as imitation that is not imitation
         of a thing, when he suggests that it is an attempt to “reestablish a condition in
         which the difference between subject and object does not exist” (NS IV:3 70). Mimetic imitation is therefore not merely copying something; it is at bottom
         the tendency toward a kind of immersion in the thing, such that the epistemological
         opposition between knower and known vanishes. If given free reign, however, mimesis
         leads to a regression to the archaic and the pre-rational, and does not lead to genuine
         knowledge. For the sake of the latter, mimesis must be brought back into a productive
         relationship with the discursive-rational level of thinking. 
      

      
      The role of mimetic comportment in philosophy and in aesthetic experience can perhaps
         be clarified by describing what happens to our experience of a text or of an artwork
         when it is suppressed to the point of absence. In both cases, it leads to a static
         and rigid opposition between meaning and the material stratum, which is reduced to
         a collection of isolated and atomized individual elements. In the case of cognition,
         we end up with a series of static concepts which pick out particulars through their
         sharing a common element; in the similar degradation of aesthetic experience, we end
         up with either the culinary attitude that reduces the work to a collection of individual
         pleasure-bearing moments, or, moving to the level of the concept, there occurs a theoretical
         appropriation of the work that reduces it to the instantiation of a thesis (as, for
         instance, the claim that Kafka’s work is an aesthetic form of existentialism). Without
         giving scope for mimetic comportment, then, our experience of things is a constant
         switching back and forth between the poles of pure enjoyment (isolated particulars
         as instantiations of a general term or measurable quantities of pleasure) and “pure”
         understanding (static concepts, or the artwork as shorthand for an independently graspable
         conceptual significance, as, for instance, the elaborate carvings and stained glass
         windows in late medieval churches form a shorthand for the biblical narrative for
         a largely illiterate population). 
      

      
      If this represents the failure of the interaction of the poles of the concept, how
         might we imagine their meaningful, sustained, mutual engagement? The crucial idea
         is the process of a double movement of repulsion and attraction, through which superficial
         or oppressive ways of bringing together the discursive-rational and the sensuous moments
         are resisted or deflected, allowing the union to take hold at a much deeper level
         of immersion in the object. For both cognition and aesthetic experience, Adorno found
         Plato’s Phaedrus, specifically the depiction of love in the palinode, to be an insightful presentation
         of this process. The essential feature of this depiction is to be found in its portrayal
         of an ever-deepening movement of mutual engagement, in the course of which both the
         subject (i.e. the concepts it brings to the investigation) and the object (our preliminary
         sense of what it means to be an object of this kind) undergo a process of transformation. The initial moment that
         sets this process in motion is a resistance to the too quick, too superficial desire
         for union with the object. In Plato’s account, this is the moment of self-restraint
         in the experience of beauty. Plato presents this idea, in the charioteer metaphor,
         by way of the unruly black horse which is always seeking to compel the charioteer
         to “head toward the beloved and bring up the subject of the pleasures of sex.”[7]   Adorno picks up on this description when he writes of ‘that proscription on immediate
         erotic appropriation in the experience of beauty” (NS IV:3, 152). We can think of this refusal of enjoyment (Genuß) as the resistance to the appropriation of the object as a source of pleasure or,
         in cognitive terms, the refusal of its ready assimilation to the already known, as
         the instantiation or exemplar of a pre-existing concept. There is no real dynamic,
         developing interaction between the two poles of the concept in these cases. The mimetic
         desire to merge with the object is restricted to the role of identifying familiar
         characteristics which can serve as quantities of pleasure or as conceptual properties.
         In Plato’s account, this movement takes place as the education of desire. The black
         horse wants an immediate sexual union with its object, but this is resisted by the
         charioteer pulling it back and, in Plato’s vivid description, wrenching the bit out
         of its teeth, “splashing its curse-laden tongue and jaws with blood, pinning its legs
         and haunches to the ground, and causing it pain.”[8]   For Adorno, Plato’s account captures the resistance to immediate gratification
         that allows a productive interaction of the two poles of the concept to get off the
         ground. While, in aesthetic terms, it is the refusal of the reduction of the artwork
         to a collection of pleasurable moments, in cognitive terms it represents the resistance
         to an assimilation of the object to an iteration of what is already known. The deeper
         philosophical point Adorno discerns in Plato’s reading concerns the nature of this
         uncultivated desire as a reduction of the identity of the object to the terms of its
         subjective appropriation. Whether as raw sexual desire, as enjoyment or as the picking
         out of useful properties, the thing becomes the site of an identification that reduces
         it to the terms by which it is made available for the subject. 
      

      
      The possibility of developing forms of knowing that break through administered experience
         depends on the capacity to resist this immediate appearance form of knowledge as identification.
         It is this, the immediate assimilation of the object as an instance of the already
         known, that Adorno characterizes with the term identity thinking. He often refers
         to this thinking as tautological, because it acknowledges the object only in so far
         as it reflects back what the subject is already looking for, the properties or characteristics
         that can be instantly cashed out in a fixed system of cognitive or aesthetic value.
         The problem with identity thinking is that it deprives itself of the possibility of
         knowledge of the unknown because it is set up from the beginning so that only further
         instantiations of the already known can count as knowledge. Now it is tempting here
         to conclude that Adorno must be saying that, since there is something oppressive about
         identity, the task must be to give up identification in the name of the rescue of
         nonidentity. But this is, at best, only half right. The nonidentical in Adorno is
         never an independent principle, and it does not represent an independent form of knowing.
         It is rather the awareness of identity about itself, about its insufficiency or its
         failure to truly comprehend the object. When it recognizes the failure of its proclaimed
         identification with the object, identifying thinking pushes beyond itself, seeking
         for deeper, more encompassing forms of identification that in their turn will also
         be opened out by the disclosure of strata of nonidentity. The deepening of the cognitive
         process happens not through dispensing with identity or replacing it with something
         else. It takes place by transforming identity itself, changing and deepening its sense
         of what it is looking for, and in the process changing its appreciation of what identity
         means. 
      

      
      It is clear that, for Adorno, this transformation takes place through a deepening
         of the mimetic engagement with the object, similar to how, for Plato, the experience
         of beauty occurs in and through the education of desire. Breaking through the constraints
         of administered experience is then essentially a process of the education of the sensuous-mimetic
         element of cognition. In learning to suppress the immediate urge to become one with
         the object through consuming it, appropriating it as an instance of the already known,
         as the locus of a known quantity of pleasure, we become attuned to the possibility
         of other forms of identification that go deeper into the essence of the object. Instead
         of a reduction to the terms of its appropriation by a subject, however, what is promised
         in these new forms of identification is a mutual process of transformation of subject
         and object. Instead of likening the object to itself, the subject is now open to possibilities
         of identification that go beyond what it is currently able to assert as the truth
         of its object. It is this sense of a need to transform itself in order to do justice
         to its desire to know the object that drives the dialectic forward. In the Aesthetics
         lectures, Adorno describes these moments when the subject recognizes the inadequacy
         of its current identifications as “moments of breakthrough” or moments of “being overwhelmed,”
         of “self-forgetting” or of the “dissolution of the subject” (NS IV:3, 196–7). These are the moments in which the subject is able to prize open the
         vise in which subject and object are forcibly clamped together in the premature identity
         of enjoyment or mechanical subsumption under concepts. Now, for the first time, there
         is the possibility of a transformative dialectic in which, rather than serving as
         a confirmation of the already known, the object can serve as a task or a goal, one
         that the subject will have to transform its cognitive capacities in order to reach.
         Difference, nonidentity now comes to inhabit identity, making the “is” in the identifying
         judgment reverberate as a call for self-transformation back on the subject. This,
         in turn, will also transform the significance of the object, hence of the task implied
         in the work of identification itself, giving rise to a new stage of development. 
      

      
      The name that Adorno gives to this transformed relation in the aesthetics lectures
         is happiness (Glück) as opposed to enjoyment. Adorno expresses this reorientation of the relation when
         he writes that it is an experience of art which is not one which is “useful for the
         subject in the conventional sense (dem Subject in dem herkömmlichen Sinn zugute kommt),” but rather one that “leads away from the subject (von dem Subject wegführt)” (NS IV:3, 197). However, we need to recognize that exactly the same transformation of
         identity takes place in the dialectical encounter with the object in the work of cognition.
         He writes in Minima Moralia that “in the long, contemplative look that fully discloses people and things, the
         urge toward the object is always deflected, reflected. Contemplation without violence,
         the source of all the happiness (Glück) of truth, presupposes that he who contemplates does not absorb the object into himself:
         a distanced nearness” (MM § 54 (translation modified, R. F.)). Adorno calls the initial impulse to absorb the
         object an urge, Drang, which must first be deflected in order to allow the contemplative look to immerse
         itself in the object. The notion of Nähe an Distanz, distanced nearness, is Adorno’s pregnant figure for the productive interaction of
         the two poles of the concept that develops when the initial urge to identify, to reduce
         the object to a known quantity of pleasure or instrumental value, has been broken
         through. It expresses the way that thinking actually gets closer to, more absorbed
         in its object, the more that it is able to control its urge to draw it into itself,
         to become one with it, to consume it. The role which, in Plato’s scheme, is played by the charioteer as it reins in
         desire, is associated in Adorno’s reading with the discursive-rational pole of the
         concept which calls back the mimetic pole from a too-quick assimilation of the object,
         driving a wedge between concept and thing which transforms the work of identification.
         Instead of enforcing a premature appropriation of the object, the mimetic pole of
         the concept now becomes a transformative impulse that inhabits discursive identity,
         leading it to denser and richer identifications that come closer and closer to saying
         what the thing is rather than simply enumerating its shared relations with other things.
         
      

      
      A similar, illuminating account of this movement occurs in the lectures on philosophical
         terminology of the summer semester of 1962 at Frankfurt. Adorno here reads the dialectic
         of beauty in the Phaedrus as presaging a form of cognition different from assimilating oneself to “something
         already given, already at one’s disposal” (PT 80). The notion of eros is here seen as a figure for the mimetic impulse when, released from false identity,
         it forms a striving intrinsic to the concept that leads it towards a substantive transformation,
      

      
         Plato brought together this notion of love for the first time with the work of philosophy,
            this notion of being seized by the ideas, thus the moment of a determinate subjective
            form of the comportment of thinking, which is constitutive of philosophy in the genuine
            sense (PT 80). 
         

      

      Adorno goes on to say that this “enthusiastic form of comportment” must be seen as
         the “presupposition of the very notion of philosophical thinking itself.” Philosophy
         is itself the attempt to “rescue that mimetic moment with the medium of concepts”
         (PT 81). The mimetic element is equated here with the moment of expression (Ausdruck), hence as the desire to let the object speak through it, to give voice to the object instead of reading therein a reflection of its own
         categories. Again, it is important to emphasize here that mimesis is not an independent
         element that turns “bad” concepts into “good” ones. There is a mimetic element in
         every cognitive act, even in its forced and premature form. Adorno is referring to
         the mimetic element when he writes of (in the above citation) “the determinate subjective
         form of the comportment of thinking.” Everything depends on how, through its interaction
         with the discursive-rational pole, mimetic comportment is redirected toward a deeper
         appreciation of the object it seeks to liken itself to, finding deeper similarities
         as it strives to go further into the cognitive encounter. All the while, of course,
         the mimetic element must be prevented from losing itself in what it seeks, and hence
         making it impossible to cash out its insights in the hard currency of conceptual knowledge.
         In Plato’s account, this is the risk of mania or madness, the risk of becoming intelligible because too much immersed in the object,
         and thus too far from the communicative potential of the discursive-rational pole
         to be able to turn the encounter into knowledge at all. Knowledge, for Adorno as for
         Plato, is comprised of this delicate balancing act, always just this side of the inexpressible,
         following the desire to become like the object as far as possible, but always calling
         it back before it crosses over into the unsayable. Too much closeness abolishes the
         distance that makes knowledge of the other possible; too little closeness makes this
         knowledge empty. Distanced nearness preserves the right measure by giving license
         to the mimetic desire to nestle against the object, but always refusing the urge to
         unite with it. The discursive-rational must be both permissive and severe, encouraging
         and also disciplining the desire to know, allowing it to take on enough substance
         to make knowing a genuine knowledge of the particular, yet making sure that that substance
         is made to speak in the arena of discursive thinking. The morality of thought, Adorno
         writes in Minima Moralia, “lies in a procedure that is neither entrenched nor detached, neither blind nor
         empty, neither atomistic nor consequential.”[9]   This, which, Adorno suggests, is in fact the double-edged method of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, is one that simultaneously “demands that phenomena be allowed to speak as such”
         and yet that “their relation to consciousness as the subject, reflection, be at every
         moment maintained” (MM § 46). It is Hegel’s dialectical thinking that, for Adorno, provides the best expression
         for what would be a genuine interaction of the two poles of the concept, producing
         a model of composition in which discursive-rational claims, rather than being posed
         independently of the object, emerge from out of the self-presentation of a form of
         experience, allowing the object to unfold the terms of its critical judgment from
         out its own self-disclosure.
      

      
      The world of administered experience takes hold when the instant gratification of
         enjoyment and effortless conceptual classification gradually supplant the possibility
         of the kind of dialectic of the concept that, for Adorno, would represent a genuine,
         non-regimented form of experience. But this does not happen by accident, or by forgetfulness.
         There is, Adorno believes, an antagonistic historical process at work which has led
         to the gradual suppression of the possibility of non-regimented experience. This is
         a crucial point in Adorno’s account. The world of administered experience, and the
         dominance of instant gratification within it, in fact comes into being through the
         historical effectuation of a proscription on the possibility of non-regimented experience.
         Paradoxically, experience as instant gratification becomes the dominant social scheme
         through a process of self-denial and self-sacrifice, the essence of which is an unreasonable
         suppression of the potential of rational cognition. The story Adorno tells is in many
         respects similar to Nietzsche’s account of the formation of bad conscience in the
         second part of On the Genealogy of Morality. Nietzsche writes there of a “secret self-violation,” an “artist’s cruelty” that
         sets up an interior censor within the self, allowing for the first time an active
         work of the disciplining of thought (GM § 18). Nietzsche also emphasizes that this disciplining of thought occurs through
         the active effort to control and suppress the immediate responses and reactions of
         the knower. He writes that “[t]he understanding is essentially an apparatus of inhibition [Hemmungsapparat] against the immediate reaction [Sofort-Reagieren] to the instinct” (WM § 804). It is important that Nietzsche makes precisely the same point about cognition
         in the essay “On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense,” from 1873. When man begins to
         understand himself as a rational being, Nietzsche writes, he places his behavior “under
         the control of abstractions.” Consequently, he “will no longer tolerate being carried
         away by sudden impressions, by intuitions” (PaT 84). It is the perceived threatening nature of aesthetic intoxication, Nietzsche suggests,
         that is responsible for setting in motion the work of gaining mastery over the self
         and its embodied reactions. This threat is expressed by Adorno as the fear of loss
         of self, conceived as the possibility of merging so completely with the object that
         the difference sustaining self-identity disappears completely. 
      

      
      For Adorno, the crucial question concerns the degree and intensity of the work of
         self-denial and self-sacrifice. Returning to the metaphor of cognition as a balancing
         act, this means giving scope to the desire to become like the thing, but making sure
         that desire is submitted to the rigors of discursive form, it becomes clear that it
         is the severity, and therefore, in cognitive terms, the irrationality, of the work
         of suppression that is being questioned. Adorno does not suggest that discursive thinking
         is itself a repressive force. He is saying that the discursive element has come gradually
         into a relation to the mimetic element that is destructive of the possibility of genuine
         interaction between the two poles. By giving unreasonable prominence to the fear of
         self-dissolution, discursive thinking begins to act as a repressive force in relation
         to the desire to know. To make this point, Adorno often returns to Kant’s employment
         of the term ausschweifen in the First Critique. The critique of the pure understanding, Kant writes, “does
         not allow us to create a new field of objects that can come before us beyond those
         that can come before us as appearances, and to indulge in intelligible worlds [und in intelligibele Welten . . . auszuschweifen]” (KrV 305/381). Translated here as “indulge,” ausschweifen is also sometimes translated as “to stray,” or “to wander.” But, as Adorno notes in
         his lectures on the First Critique, it also carries the connotation of an excessive
         curiosity, a desire to leave the straight path, thus suggesting “a profound link between
         the impulse to know and a curiosity that is ultimately sexual in nature” (K 72). 
      

      
      This is so crucial to making sense of Adorno’s understanding of the social-critical
         potential of thinking that it is important to be clear about what the claim is. What
         allows thought to drive beyond the world of current experience is an erotic impulse,
         which is deeply rooted in the feeling, desiring, wishing, and suffering self that
         seeks to infuse itself into thinking.[10]   When that impulse is engaged in a productive interaction with the discursive-rational,
         it is able to stretch out concepts, using its fine sensory apparatus to pick up nuances,
         make connections, finding buried but undeveloped possibilities, and thus making concepts
         say more than they say as mechanically employed forms of classification. Adorno makes
         explicit that nature of Kant’s prohibition of Ausschweifung as an erotic taboo when, in “The Essay as Form” he equates Ausschweifung with curiosity as “the pleasure principle of thinking” (GS 11: 30). What is at stake here is the possibility of allowing the life of the subject
         to inform the sense of the concept. It is this which makes thinking thinking, that
         is, more than the mere reproduction in thought of whatever confronts it, hence able
         to push beyond the existing towards possibility and the potential of new experience.
         Adorno’s lays out this idea in Minima Moralia,
      

      
         The unbarbaric side of philosophy is its tacit awareness of the element of irresponsibility,
            of blitheness springing from the volatility of thought, which forever escapes what
            it judges. Such licence [Ausschweifung] is resented by the positivistic spirit and put down to mental disorder. Divergence
            from the facts becomes mere wrongness, the moment of play a luxury in a world where
            the intellectual functions have to account for their every moment with a stop-watch
            (MM § 82) 
         

      

      Ultimately, for Adorno, this is what distinguishes philosophy as a form of interpretation
         (Deutung) from mere statement (Aussage), that is, a mere abbreviation for the factual. This is not, however, by any means
         a plea for simply letting the imagination run wild, licensing exaggeration and speculative
         excess for its own sake. If it is to work to unlock the object, it must be a controlled
         process, not pure license. But without this freedom to make connections between the
         particular being examined and general forms and structures, knowledge begins to atrophy.
         And it is this freedom, which Adorno associates with the mimetic impulse, which comes
         under an unreasonable and excessive proscription in the historical development of
         thinking. 
      

      
      Adorno makes this point about an erotic striving intrinsic to thinking so often, and
         in so many different ways, that it is difficult to estimate its true significance
         for his thinking as a whole. But it clearly plays a crucial role in laying out a counter-movement
         to administered experience. Its main point is to preserve the important cognitive
         role of what Brian O’Connor has called somatic experience.[11]   Adorno, O’Connor argues, is endorsing a much more substantial role for subjectivity
         in cognitive experience than is licensed by the empiricist reduction of that role
         to sensation, as the registering of external stimuli. It is at this somatic level,
         where ideas are charged with the full weight of living experience, that the resources
         must be found to animate the critical potential of the concept. “If the last emotional
         trace were eliminated from thinking,” Adorno writes, “there would remain of thinking
         solely the absolute tautology” (MM § 79), that is, the capacity to find in experience solely instances of its own categories.
         Adorno sometimes makes the point by talking about the importance of play in thinking.
         He writes in Negative Dialectic that “Against the total domination of method, philosophy contains the corrective moment
         of play, which its scientization would like to drive out of it” (ND 25–6).[12]   Adorno suggests here that play is the form in which conceptual thinking takes into
         itself something of the mimetic element that is repressed in the scientization of
         thought. The same idea occurs in Adorno’s defense of fantasy, which is today “consigned
         to the realm of the unconscious and proscribed from knowledge as a childish, injudicious
         rudiment” (MM § 79). It is fantasy alone, Adorno claims, which is capable of generating the critical
         distance from objects that is necessary for forming judgments. Without it, thought
         regresses to the constant reiteration of what is already known. In the lectures on
         philosophical terminology, Adorno suggests that what makes us capable of having experiences
         that go beyond the administered world is the presence within us of a “moment of naivety”
         (PT 86). These lectures also characterize philosophy itself as a “most singular configuration
         of naivety and unnaivety,” in so far as it only attains to the dissolution of a merely
         passive, immediate consciousness by relying on the immediacy of its own individual
         experiences” (PT 98). The point is taken up in the claim about the reversal of the terms “subjective”
         and “objective” in Minima Moralia (MM §43). “Objective,” he writes, now means the non-controversial aspect of things, the
         “façade made up of classified data,” where “subjective” must now be taken to mean
         what breaches the façade, and engages the “specific experience of the matter.” 
      

      
      For Adorno, it is this moment of thought that makes the difference between the mere
         repetition or mirroring of what is, and thinking in the genuine sense, as an interaction
         with the thing that penetrates its congealed surface. In Negative Dialectic, Adorno calls it the “speculative moment” of thinking (ND 29). Since philosophy is the striving to express experience with concepts, the speculative
         moment cannot be self-sufficient. That is to say, it cannot be permitted to judge
         by itself the weight of its insight into the object. The two poles of the concept
         that I have been speaking about always work inexorably together. These, the discursive-rational
         and mimetic poles, are sometimes referred to as the moments of commitment (Verbindlichkeit) and play (ND 26). They are also described as expression (Ausdruck) and rigor (Stringenz). These two elements come together at the level of presentation, or Darstellung, the language or “style” of philosophy. It is when it is concretized through the
         medium of language, in the text, that the concept is able to absorb the life that
         wants to find expression. The name Adorno gives to this linguistic arrangement which
         animates concepts through their mutual relations is the constellation. The discussion
         of this idea, in the next section, will bring us to the modernist provenance of Adorno’s
         thought.
      

      
      2. Modernism and Experience

      
      Dialectic, Adorno tells us, literally means “language as the organ of thought” (ND 66). As such, dialectic takes the rhetorical moment of thought seriously. Rhetoric,
         Adorno writes, “represents in philosophy what cannot be thought otherwise than in
         language.” But it is also very strongly associated with the mimetic element. Thus
         when it seeks to abolish language for symbolic notation, philosophy sacrifices “how
         it relates to its thing other than in a merely signification; only as language may
         the similar know the similar” (ND 65). The productive interaction between the discursive-rational and the mimetic poles
         of the concept occurs at the level of linguistic presentation. This has an important
         consequence for Adorno’s conception of the truth philosophy is after. The content
         that dialectic wants to reach through the mutual interaction of the poles of the concept
         is never present or accessible in the concept as its meaning. Rather, it is revealed in the ordering through which the
         expressive potential of the concept is laid out in its linguistic arrangement. The
         underlying point here is the one that Benjamin, on whose account of the constellation
         in the introduction to the Trauerspiel book Adorno draws, describes as the “death of intention.” What Benjamin calls the
         “idea,” the figure formed by the arrangement of concepts, is not accessible as a signification;
         it cannot be encompassed by a concept as its immanent sense. The truth to which constellations
         point remains radically outside the mortified concepts that reveal it in their arrangement.
         There is no fully developed unity of word of thing, of concept and content. Instead,
         the concept presents the truth as a figure that is irreducible to the terms of its
         own discursive operation. As David Kaufmann has argued in his masterful discussion
         of the constellation in Adorno, there is in this concept an eschewal of the “union
         of the material and the transcendent in the symbol,” and a rejection of “any pre-redemptive
         equation of word and thing, sign and referent.”[13]   The point, according to Kaufmann, is to protect the dignity of the transcendent,
         that is, a truth that is uncorrupted, untainted by immanence, and yet at the same
         time to make it accessible to experience. Although he focuses on its theological heritage,
         Kaufmann also underlies the “modernist bias” of Adorno’s use of this idea, comparing
         it with the alienation effect so familiar in modernist art.[14]   In the account that I am going to develop, I shall reverse this line of interpretation.
         The constellation, I suggest, is grounded in a distinctively modernist experience,
         and receives, in Adorno, a deliberately theological inflection. 
      

      
      What does it mean to say that the truth of the constellation remains radically outside
         the immanence of concepts? When it becomes the focal point of a constellation, a concept—let’s
         say, the concept of freedom, is no longer associated with a fixed, representational
         content, a content which allows us to form judgments about things in relation to that
         content. In its discursive function, the fixed content or significance of the concept
         allows for the situating of that concept in relation to others across discursive space,
         entering into relations of entailment with other concepts. In its constellation, however,
         the concept becomes a gathering point for the historical forces and tendencies attracted
         toward it within historical experience. Those forces and tendencies, however, will
         only reveal themselves to an interrogation that is attuned to the historical life
         of the concept, including how it gets infused with the hopes, desires, and fears of
         experiencing subjects. “[T]o become aware of the constellation in which the thing
         stands,” Adorno suggests, “means to decipher the one which, as something that has
         become, it bears within itself” (ND 165). The immanent universality of the thing, he writes, is “sedimented history.”
         This does not mean that the constellation is simply the narrative of the shifts in
         meaning of the concept in history. That would be a historical reading, but not one
         that maintained the seemingly elusive connection with truth. The Zusammenhang (the context, or, more literally, how things “fit together”) constructed by the constellation
         is not simply the historical context of the thing. Rather, it discloses the thing
         in question as itself historical and processual, as itself animated by the forces and tendencies that find
         expression through it. Adorno constantly refers to this as a seeking for the inside,
         or for the essence of things, in contrast to the external subsumption under a general
         concept. In chapter five, I will try to show in detail how Adorno puts this into practice
         in his reading of Kant and Hegel. However, it is important to emphasize here that,
         since it involves a reconstruction, using ordinary, discursive concepts, the “inside”
         of things only appears as represented in a figure; it becomes visible in the composition
         of that figure, but is not directly expressed. Concepts can present (darstellen) the essence of things in the process of mutual self-correction that is their arrangement,
         but they cannot pin it down as a conceptual content. The inside of things, then, is
         not to be found in the image formed by the composition, it appears between them, in the dynamic interaction
         of the elements. 
      

      
      Adorno’s understanding of the constellative arrangement of concepts remained constant
         throughout his career, and makes an appearance in his writings as early as the 1930
         draft entitled “theses on the Language of the Philosopher.” Adorno writes here that
         philosophy is today confronted with “fragmented [zerfallenen] language. Its material is the ruins of words, to which history binds it: its freedom
         consists solely in the possibility of their configuration according to the force of
         truth within them” (GS 1: 368). It is this gap between language, which uses fallen, decayed concepts, and
         what is expressed, that marks the constellation as a deeply modernist construction.
         
      

      
      A good place to begin drawing out this connection is Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s “Chandos
         Letter,” written in 1902. The letter is addressed to Francis Bacon, and is dated August
         1603. It purports to describe a crisis of language undergone by Lord Chandos, and
         which is supposed to account for the writer’s abandonment of literary writing. In
         the course of penning this letter, after “two years of silence,” Chandos does far
         more than simply excuse his failure of literary activity. The letter itself, running
         to some four thousand words, enacts a certain transformation of the writer in relation
         to the expressive powers of language. By the end, Chandos emerges with a radically
         new conception of the goal of literature, which now must be a form of poetic creation
         seeking to approximate the “inanimate language” of things themselves, hence a language
         at once more extraordinary and more mundane than our everyday language. The letter
         itself is the enactment, the crossing of what he describes as the unbridgeable abyss
         separating his previous work from the transformed idea of the works to come. And it
         is by seeking to understand himself that Chandos proposes to effect this transition,
         noting that “I will have to show you what is inside me” (CL 118). Chandos proceeds to describe his abandoned literary schemes, which were to culminate
         in a compendium entitled Nosce te ipsum (know thyself). The “self” that was to reveal itself in those abandoned projects
         is then described as one that is sure of itself as the organizing center of experience.
         To Chandos’ former self, the “mental world did not seem to me to be opposed to the
         physical” (CL 120). Drinking the warm, foaming milk drained by the maid into the wooden pail is
         experienced as no different from the “spiritual nourishment” afforded by a book. Everything
         can be assimilated into the cognitive map with which the self orders its experience,
         because the physical world itself is already symbolically ordered. There is nothing
         outside, and nothing unknowable. 
      

      
      In philosophical terms, we can describe this as a crisis of the Kantian idea of cognition
         as the discursive construction of experience, that is, the model of language as furnishing
         a knowledge of the world through rules for the synthesis of particulars, that is,
         through concepts, which are grounded in the idea of the synthetic unity of the “I
         think” as the ground, or guarantee, of objectivity. The “I think,” the awareness of
         the self as a ground of unity, but not, however, as a substance or “thing,” is for
         Kant what allows representations to be joined together through rules (viz, the categories) in order to constitute objects. Manfred Frank elucidates this idea
         as follows,
      

      
         Whoever uses the word “is” meaningfully in relation to representations connects them
            together through a common feature: their concept, which captures what is common to
            them. If this concept is applied to something which exists—that is, if the judgement
            concerning the underlying state of affairs is right—then this something is constituted
            as an object. Its objectivity consists in, and can be proved by, the fact that, at
            any time, it can be translated into a set of true judgements. Thus, the objectivity
            of the individual things is a function of the truth of judgements concerning states
            of affairs. At the origin of objectivity there stands the identity of the “I,” which
            is operative in the “is” of judgement.[15]  
         

      

      Thus there emerges, Frank argues, an “indissoluble connection” between the identity
         of the “I,” truth, and objectivity. Objectivity is a result of the constituting activity
         of the self that is the active, unifying center of experience, giving form to the
         chaotic manifold delivered over by the senses. Kant’s importance in this regard is,
         as Frank explains, to be found in the function he gives to self-consciousness in relation
         to objectivity, rather than in the centrality he accords to it (and in which he follows
         Descartes, Leibniz, and Rousseau, among others). Objectivity is conceived as a result
         of the work of judgmental synthesis, the center of which is the identity of the “I”
         that makes it possible for that synthesizing activity to take place (since, otherwise,
         there would be nothing to hold together the manifold sensory uptakes as a unity).
         This is why, as Kant puts it, objects as we encounter them in our everyday experience
         have “a necessary relation to the understanding” (KrV 175/238).
      

      
      Chandos writes that “I have completely lost the ability to think or to speak coherently
         about anything at all” (CL 121). It quickly emerges that the incapacity is more specifically related to the
         loss of the signifying power of concepts. It is general concepts (“spirit,” “soul,”
         “body”) which now appear to be emptied of meaning. The failure to speak is thus attributed
         to the “abstract words which the tongue must enlist as a matter of course in order
         to bring out an opinion disintegrated in my mouth like rotten mushrooms.” It is, then,
         the organization of experience through general concepts, which is actualized in judgments,
         that has become impossible. No longer, Chandos writes, could anything be “encompassed
         by one concept (nichts mehr ließ sich mit einem Begriff umspannen).” This passage concludes with the use of a metaphor which will recur in the image
         Chandos gives later to describe the new form of thinking that will lead him out of
         the crisis. Single words, he writes, float around him and congeal “into eyes that
         stared at me and into which I had to stare back, dizzying whirlpools which spun around
         and around and led into the void” (CL 122). While this passage appears to introduce the metaphorics of seeing that will
         serve as the contrast with abstract language in the latter part of the essay, we should
         not take this as a sign that Hofmannsthal is deliberately obfuscating the difference
         between these two schemes.[16]   Hofmannsthal emphasizes the differing directionality of the vortex metaphor in
         each case. Here, it establishes the distancing, or the estrangement of words from
         the self. Their “staring back” is a mark of their independence from the self, no longer
         subordinate to the project of the organizing of experience around the subject. Later
         on, Chandos will say that whirpools characteristic of his new relationship to language
         do not lead into emptiness, but “into myself” (CL 127).
      

      
      The new perspective opened up as a result of his crisis is described by Chandos as
         a thinking “with our hearts” (CL 125). Chandos describes this type of thinking as characterized by the sudden emergence
         of experiences that are akin to mystical moments. He talks, for instance, of being
         filled “with a swelling tide of higher life,” and a “steeply rising tide of heavenly
         feeling.” Significantly, these moments are presented as arising in everyday encounters
         with nature. They are not remarkable in themselves, but are noteworthy through their
         effects on the self. Chandos describes this feeling as an “intense sympathy (Anteilnahme)” with nature, a “strange bewitchment” that stands in stark contrast to the dull
         course of ordinary experience. This “mysterious, wordless and boundless ecstasy” that
         overcomes Chandos in these moments is presented as a kind of reverse transcendence
         in which the everyday is illuminated by an inexplicable moment of vision that seems
         to link all things together in a sudden explosion of meaning. Chandos portrays this
         transition as a shift from the use of concepts to synthesize experience, to a type
         of imagistic thinking which creates multiple overlapping and interlocking connections
         between items of experience. This reaches a highpoint in the passage which repeats
         the whirlpool metaphor, and which begins by invoking the orator Crassus, who shed
         tears over the death of his lamprey, a red-eyed fish,
      

      
         The image of Crassus is sometimes in my brain at night, like a splinter with everything
            around it a throbbing, boiling infection. Then it is as if I myself were beginning
            to ferment, to foam, to seethe, and give off sparks. And the whole thing is a kind
            of feverish thinking, but thinking in a medium more direct, fluid, and passionate
            than words. It has whirlpools too, but ones which seem to lead not into the abyss
            as whirlpools of language do but into myself in some way, and into the lap of the
            most profound peace (CL 127). 
         

      

      What Hofmannsthal captures in this passage, Wolfgang Riedel suggests, is a radical
         reorientation of thinking, an Umkehrung, away from the articulation of discursive connections, and towards the liquid density
         of feeling (Gefühl).[17]   This reorientation, furthermore, accompanies a transformation of self of the writer:
         Hofmannsthal is presenting the emergence of his own, newly discovered identity as
         a poet. The poet, Hofmannsthal is suggesting, is one who thinks in images. These images,
         furthermore, embody a radically different form of connection among the elements in
         comparison with discursive judgment. The unity in the image is created by a combustive
         charge that draws the elements together, generating an excessive vitality of thinking
         when those elements jostle against one another. When Hofmannsthal describes this as
         a medium “more liquid, more glowing than words,” he is signaling the gap between the
         patterning in experience that calls for expression, and the language in which thought
         tries to comprehend that pattern. For Hofmannsthal, it is poetic language, as the
         construction of images, that is able to do justice to the densely imbricated unity
         of the elements in a thought-image. Thus the new identity of the writer that emerges
         in Hofmannsthal’s vision is derived from the form of poetic composition rather than
         discursive judgment.
      

      
      This idea of a pattern of experience that does not appear directly in language, but
         which can be disclosed in the interstices between reconstructed linguistic elements,
         is perhaps the defining feature of modernist writing in the early decades of the twentieth
         century. Here, for example, is Virginia Woolf in her autobiographical “A Sketch of
         the Past,” talking about her own writing process as the reconstruction of an underlying
         pattern,
      

      
         And so I go on to suppose that the shock-receiving capacity is what makes me a writer.
            . . . I feel that I have had a blow; but it is not, as I thought as a child, simply
            a blow from an enemy hidden behind the cotton wool of daily life; it is or will become
            a revelation of some order; it is a token of some real thing behind appearances; and
            I make it real by putting it into words. It is only by putting it into words that
            I make it whole . . . . It is the rapture I get when in writing I seem to be discovering
            what belongs to what; making a scene come right, making a character come together.
            From this I reach what I might call a philosophy . . . that behind the cotton wool
            is hidden a pattern (SP 72). 
         

      

      Woolf often describes this rapture, like Hofmannsthal, as occurring in the momentary
         transfiguration of ordinary moments, where an underlying order suddenly emerges and
         makes itself know to the self, rendering it speechless. Chandos writes that a “watering
         can, a harrow left in a field, a dog in the sun, a shabby churchyard, a cripple, a
         small farmhouse—any of these can become the vessel of my revelation” (CL 123). For Woolf, this transfiguration of the ordinary can take place in a view of
         the gardens near the beach at St. Ives, where the “buzz, the croon, and the smell”
         of bees, red-gold apples, pink flowers and grey and silver leaves create a momentary
         rapture that seems more real than ordinary reality itself (SP 66–7). Woolf calls these momentary revelations “moments of being,” and they can come
         upon one in the most ordinary circumstances, for example, in taking a bath, when,
         as Woolf writes, she once had the feeling of being “exposed to a whole avalanche of
         meaning that had heaped itself up and discharged itself upon me” (SP 78). Literature, for Woolf, does not express these moments directly, rather it presents
         them through a reconstructive process of “figuring out what belongs to what,” allowing
         the rapture to resonate between the elements. One finds figurations of this activity
         throughout Woolf’s novels, for instance, in Mrs. Ramsey’s bringing people together,
         as couples and at the dinner table, in her knitting, and also in Mrs. Dalloway’s arranging
         people for her party. More centrally, and as I shall describe in detail in the final
         chapter of this work, it is embedded in the form of her major experimental novels
         from the early to mid-1920s. In Jacob’s Room, for example, it is achieved through the juxtaposition of a series of impressionistic
         scenes. In Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf uses what she calls in her diary a “tunneling process,”
         using flashbacks and remembered fragments of childhood that are made to resonate alongside
         the thoughts and feelings of characters in the present. 
      

      
      A similar emphasis on the transfigurative force of a reconstructed temporal unity
         occurs in Proust, who had a significant influence on Woolf. For Proust, in the case
         of the Madeleine dipped in tea or the uneven cobblestones, it is not the original
         experience in its historical time that is important, but how that experience is reconstructed
         by memory, and made accessible in the present. The Proustian epiphany begins from
         a moment of revelation, but that revelation must be unpacked and reworked by thought
         into an order that allows a glimpse of what was contained in the original vision.
         Proust followed Henri Bergson in thinking of ordinary experience as the dull, routinized,
         and mechanized world of habitude, or habit. It is mémoire involontaire, involuntary memory, which breaks through deadening scheme of habit, according to
         Proust, suddenly calling up the sense of an order lying behind the fixed schemes of
         ordinary experience. But it achieves this not by breaking through habit to the original
         experience, in its pure state. The original experience itself (tasting the Madeleine,
         walking on the cobblestones) was one that belonged to the world of habitude. But what happens in involuntary memory is that the experience is infused with all
         of the gestures, sentiments, and details that allow the writer to reconstruct that
         experience as wholly other than the original. Time is regained, then, when it is refashioned
         into an experiential whole by the synthesizing work of memory. Like Woolf, Proust
         regards the underlying pattern reconstructed in the artwork as “notre vrai vie,” life
         as it really is, lying behind appearances.[18]   This is why Proust can say that la vraie vie, life discovered and revealed, and the sole life fully lived, is literature.[19]   The literary reconstruction of experience allows us to recuperate what goes missing,
         unnoticed, in experience as it is lived.
      

      
      Another invocation of the idea of a patterning underlying, and inaccessible to, ordinary
         experience can be seen in Robert Musil’s notion of the “other condition,” which Musil
         also sometimes describes as the “non-ratioid.” The distinction concerns two modes
         of knowledge. In the “ratioid,” there is the firm, secure and communicable knowledge
         of science. The “non-ratioid” is, however, experience that exists in a personal relationship
         to the knower. Musil, in fact, is very close to Adorno in his emphasis upon the other
         condition as a form of experience that exists beyond the normal separation of subject
         and object:
      

      
         We have a great many accounts of this other condition. What seems to be common to
            all of them is that the border between self and nonself is less sharp than usual.
            . . . Whereas ordinarily the self masters the world, in the other condition the world
            flows into the self, or mingles with it or bears it, and the like (passively instead
            of actively) (PS 186). 
         

      

      But it is not only this notion of a rescue of the world-disclosive role of subjectivity
         in the personal relationship to experience that links Musil with Adorno. It is the
         common, unyielding refusal of the inducements of an anti-rationalism that would associate
         these deeper strata of experience with a non-rational faculty, and hence situate our
         relation to them outside the realm of the rational. The decisive error in explorations
         of the other condition, Musil warns, consists “in imaging that what needs to be repressed
         is ‘thinking’” (PS 200). It is this threat of the fall into irrationalism that, as we shall see, Adorno
         discerns in Heidegger’s philosophical response to the problem of administered experience.
         For Musil, it is the role of art to serve as a bridge towards the other condition,
         approaching it and exploring it, but all the while keeping one foot planted within
         ordinary experience (PS 208). Musil’s reference in his masterwork, The Man Without Qualities, to a union of “precision and soul,” captures perspicuously the dual nature of language
         as encompassing both a mystical merging and a scientific exactitude that is a constant
         feature of Musil’s writings. The problem of the age, he writes, is not that we have
         “too much intellect and too little soul, but too little intellect in matters of soul”
         (PS 131). And, crucially for Musil, intellect is impoverished because of our dominant
         idea of knowledge as bereft of personal resonance, with all traces of subjectivity
         removed. 
      

      
      We do not have to search far to find the traces of a similar scheme in Freud’s developing
         conception of the psychoanalytic technique. The crucial link lies in the notion of
         psychoanalysis itself as a kind of reconstruction of strata of experience that are
         under the surface of our everyday thoughts and behaviors. What Freud is doing, in
         the early studies on hysteria for instance, is trying to catch a glimpse of those
         underlying, invisible strata through the recomposition of terms that, occurring in
         the patient’s discourse, seem to bear a particularly heavy emotional charge. Those
         terms, when they occur, disclose elements of the force field that holds together those
         underlying strata. What Freud, the analyst, is looking for, then, are the signs that
         will allow him to reconstruct the inner life of the patient, signs which occur in
         the patient’s own language, but in a hidden, disguised, or indecipherable form. Freud
         develops a number of rules or guidelines to direct the work of interpretation towards
         that interior life. For example, the rule of contiguity, which says that “an internal
         connection which is still undisclosed will announce its presence by means of a contiguity.”[20]   Two things occurring together, yet without any discernible, discursively definable
         relationship between them, are taken to denote a deep and significant relationship
         within the tracks of sense-making that cut across the landscape of interior life.
         Hence the task of analysis is to recreate that relationship, to make it accessible
         to the patient. Another rule is that contrary thoughts are always closely connected
         with each other, and often paired off such that one is intensely conscious, while
         its counterpart is repressed and unconscious.[21]   Here, by a process of what Freud calls “reactive reinforcement,” an intensification
         of the conscious thought keeps the objectionable one under repression. In this case,
         the clue in the patient’s language is provided by the patient protesting too much.
         The ordinary discourse of the patient provides everything that is needed, but in order
         to disclose the underlying pattern, that discourse must undergo a work of interpretive
         reconstruction that rearranges the signs employed in it. The pattern is revealed by
         refashioning the patient’s discourse using psychoanalytic techniques, such as replacing
         unusually strong assertions with their opposite, or taking contiguous terms as harboring
         a deep relationship. Sometimes, it simply involves abiding insistently with words
         that seem innocuous until deeper connections appear on their surface. Thus Dora’s
         “something might happen in the night” becomes the key to the detection of an underlying track of associations running
         through interior life, in its indication of the fusing of a childhood memory with
         an event in recent experience.[22]   All of these examples manifest Freud’s notion of a sense-making in the unconscious
         that is bound to appear distorted if it is translated into discursive terms, which
         insist on more than contiguity, and the elimination of contradiction. Freud cannot show us that sense-making
         directly; what he does is rather to furnish an arrangement of the linguistic material
         that points to those interior chains of meaning, by replacing some meanings with their
         opposites, forming a contiguity into an emotionally charged affinity, unfolding the
         fusing of past and present under a single, innocuous phrase, and so on. 
      

      
      This work of interpretation receives its most systematic interpretation in Freud’s
         work on dream interpretation. The remembered parts of the dream form what Freud refers
         to as the “manifest content” of the dream. It is the manifest content that allows
         the dream to be taken up and communicated in the terms of ordinary discourse. But,
         of course, it is not the manifest content that counts, but the way in which it reveals
         an underlying network of sense. Freud himself is aware that it is not so much the
         dream, but how the dreamer him or herself explains the dream that counts. It is the
         context of the dream that is all-important, and this requires the dreamer to work
         out how it fits into the pattern of his or her life as a whole. The point of dream
         interpretation is to provide the meaning (Sinn) of the dream.[23]   However, this cannot be extracted from the dream as a self-standing idea. The “meaning”
         of the dream is not a thought content in this sense at all; it comprises a rearrangement,
         with the help of the dreamer’s clues and explanations, of the elements of the dream
         until a pattern is formed which sheds light on the dreamer’s life as a whole. Thus
         in Freud’s analysis of his own dream of the botanical monograph, it is not any particular
         element that is inaccessible to the dreamer before the work of analysis; it is rather,
         as Jonathan Lear perspicuously puts it, a “sense of how it all fits together.”[24]   The Sinn, or meaning that becomes accessible to Freud when he interprets his own dream is
         akin to an orientation or tendency (specifically, the desire to amount to something
         in his father’s eyes). When all the pieces are fitted together in the right way, this
         underlying tendency suddenly flashes up as the answer to the puzzle of the dream.
         The sense, what I am calling the orientation or tendency that captures the life of
         the dreamer through the interpretation of the dream, is not some self-subsisting meaning
         “behind” the pattern; it is the pattern itself, as it suddenly lights up as a whole when the parts are made to
         fit together.
      

      
      In his Inaugural Lecture at the University of Frankfurt, “The Actuality of Philosophy,”
         of 1931, Adorno presents a brilliant and concise philosophical inflection of the modernist
         idea of reconstructive interpretation that I have been discussing. Adorno emphasizes
         that the point of philosophical interpretation (Deutung) is not to find a Hintersinn, a self-subsistent content hidden behind appearances. Instead, the goal is to construct
         a patterning among the elements that is itself the answer:
      

      
         He who interprets by searching behind the phenomenal world for a world-in-itself which
            forms its foundation and support, acts mistakenly like someone who wants to find in
            the riddle the reflection of a being which lies behind it, a being mirrored in the
            riddle, in which it is contained. Instead, the function of riddle-solving is to light
            up the riddle-Gestalt like lightening and to negate it (aufzuheben), not to persist behind the riddle and imitate it. Authentic philosophical interpretation
            does not meet up with a fixed meaning which already lies behind the question, but
            lights it up suddenly and momentarily, and consumes it at the same time. . . . [P]hilosophy
            has to bring its elements, which it receives from the sciences, into changing constellations,
            or . . . into changing trial combinations, until they fall into a figure which can
            be read as an answer, while at the same time the question disappears. (GS 1: 335; AP 127) 
         

      

      The pattern constructed in philosophical interpretation does not represent a pre-existing
         sense lying behind appearances; it rearranges the phenomena into a figure that shows
         their belonging-together in historical experience. But it is not immediately clear
         what Adorno means when he says that the arrangement simultaneously lights up and consumes
         or dissolves the riddle or question. We can get a sense of this from how it works
         in Freud’s scheme. The analyst’s reconstruction of the patient’s discourse “lights
         up” the illness the patient is suffering from by presenting the pattern of the patient’s
         life as whole. But it does not solve it in the sense of offering a meaning that can
         be pinned down and isolated, analyzed and dissected. Since the meaning just is the
         pattern, the question is effectively “dissolved” when the form of historical experience
         that makes it possible to ask it in the first place is unfolded in its linguistic
         presentation. The example Adorno uses in the essay is that of the thing in itself,
         which, he tentatively speculates, might be resolved by the figure of the commodity
         form. This does not mean, he emphasizes in contrast to Lukács, simply a revelation
         of the social conditions in which the problem of the thing in itself comes into being.
         Adorno is rather vague on this difference, but it is clear that what he wants to guard
         against is the understanding of the social conditions as a fixed structure of meaning
         (here, as the ‘social” that accounts for the structure of the “philosophical,” that
         is, the philosophical as mirroring the social). The commodity form is not “behind”
         the philosophical problem of the thing in itself as its hidden meaning; it is the
         unfolding of that problem as a form of historical experience. As, for Freud, an illness
         is reconstructed as the pattern of a whole life, so, for Adorno, a philosophical problem
         is rearranged as the pattern of a whole shape of historical experience. 
      

      
      Adorno writes in the Antrittsvorlesung that “only dialectically, it seems to me, is philosophical interpretation possible”
         (GS 1: 338; AP 129). Adorno is always careful when he talks about his dialectical philosophy to differentiate
         what he is doing from the understanding of dialectic as a positive philosophy. It
         is not, for Adorno, a systematic theory that furnishes the interior logical map of
         reality. Dialectic is rather the motor of a form of presentation that consists in
         the unfolding or laying out, the Auseinanderlegen (which is how Adorno usually translates dialegesthai) of concepts. It consists in the insisting abiding with concepts, lingering with them,
         until the experience stored up in them becomes visible on their surface. What is so
         important to grasp about this is that it is not the work of some abstruse and inscrutable
         procedure known only to the initiated. In the 1958 lectures, “Introduction to Dialectic,”
         Adorno states that “the task of dialectical thinking is to reproduce (wiederherstellen) the naivety, thus the type of vision of the world as we have had as long as we have
         not been stupefied by structured thinking.” (NS IV:2, 140). It is listening to what concepts reveal when they are concretized in language,
         following the linguistic nuances and shades of meaning that are cut out of the concept
         when it is reduced to a general rule for the subsumption of particulars. It means
         returning to concepts the full weight of their significance within human experience.
         The point of dialectical thinking, Adorno suggests, is to comprehend the individual—not
         through classification, but rather through the opening up, the in sich selbst aufschließen, of the individual (NS IV:2, 60). Akin to splitting the atom, this releases the forces that are held together,
         in a state of mutual tension, in the concept. The play of forces within the concept
         represent the imprint of the entire context of historical human experience. 
      

      
      The point of dialectic is not simply to revive that experience, however. Returning
         again to the duality of the concept, its rational and mimetic poles as the duality
         of expression and rigor, what must be emphasized is the need to turn that living experience
         into a binding claim. It is only by turning its flashes of illumination into a conceptually
         driven presentation that philosophy is able to approach the form of a critical rationality.
         In the “Introduction to Dialectic” lectures, Adorno describes dialectical thinking
         as “a kind of disciplinary counter-force to living experience [einer Art von disziplinierender Gegenkraft zu der lebendigen Erfahrung]” (NS IV:2, 85). It is this exertion of a formative discipline on thinking that, for Adorno,
         makes dialectic a type of philosophical theory. Without the unity and organization
         furnished by theory, there would be no knowledge at all, but instead simply an assemblage
         of disparate and disorganized facts and assertions. 
      

      
      We can see how this works in Adorno’s account of how society is made amenable to dialectical
         presentation in the essay “society.” Adorno, as we should expect, first differentiates
         his view from two other competing conceptions, which are essentially the two disfigured
         poles of the concept that we have already encountered. According to the first view,
         society is to be grasped by the abstraction of general laws from series of individual
         occurrences. This is the view of society as a system in which individuals are subsumed
         under various general structures. The other view looks for society as though it were
         itself a thing, something one can grasp immediately, without the need for thinking.
         Adorno’s preliminary statement of his own reading, in contrast to these perspectives,
         is that “society appears [erscheint] in factual social situations” (GS 8, 10).[25]   Everything depends on what this “appearing” amounts to. Clearly, this is not to
         be understood in the sense in which a general rule is instantiated in an individual
         case. Adorno uses labor conflicts in the workplace as an illustration of this appearing,
         clarifying, however, that these disputes on the surface are in fact the “masks of
         underlying antagonisms.” But these underlying deeper antagonisms are not general rules
         or laws that subsume a series of individual examples. It is impossible, Adorno is
         saying, to get theoretical access to these antagonisms by attempting to deduce them
         from a series of individual cases. They are neither directly observable, nor are they
         general laws that govern a range of individual instances. How, then, is it possible
         to make society an object of theory? Everything depends on how individual details
         are reconstructed in an arrangement that shows how they are all connected. They are
         not connected as instances of a general law, however. Society simply is the arrangement. It appears when the elements have been arranged such that the pattern
         coursing through them becomes discernible. Adorno calls the concept of society that
         appears in this theoretical arrangement an “emphatic concept,” which he carefully
         distinguishes from the “conventional-definitional” notion of the concept. The latter
         is the concept split between the two poles of senseless particulars and rule-giving
         form. Against the charge that this concept of society regresses behind the natural-scientific,
         law-governed conception of society, Adorno writes that this measures the concept of
         society according to the criterion of “immediate givenness,” which, as essentially
         “mediation,” society will always elude. Since particulars only disclose what is social
         about them through their arrangement, the only way to reveal the social is by reconstructing
         that arrangement in thought. Adorno then writes of this objection: “Konsequent wird daraufhin das Ideal einer Erkenntnis des Wesens der Dinge von innen
            her angegriffen, hinter dem Gesellschaftstheorie sich verschanze [Consistently thereupon, the ideal of a knowledge of the essence of things seen from
         the inside is assailed, the ideal behind which social theory puts up its barricades]”
         (GS 8: 11).[26]   
      

      
      An emphatic concept is to be unfolded; it is not a general rule for the subsumption
         of similar cases. In forming the emphatic concept, it will be necessary to make use
         of what Adorno calls conventional-definitional concepts. However, society does not
         appear in those concepts, it appears in the light they shed on each other in their arrangement.
         It is the texture of that interweaving that brings society to expression. Adorno writes
         that the process of socialization does not take place outside of the conflicts and
         antagonisms. Rather “its medium is the antagonisms themselves, which at the same time
         tear society apart” (GS 8: 14–15). These antagonisms are not to be conceived as being simply “more general”
         than those between, say, laborers and the owners of capital. They are distinguished
         from observable and measurable conflicts not by their generality but by their form.
         This is why, as Adorno emphasizes, visible and measurable conflicts may seem to have
         ceased, yet the deeper antagonisms are essentially untouched (as happens when integration
         and adaptation give the impression of a reconciled society—through “family friendly”
         work practices, the compensation of consumer goods for alienated work, and so on).
         In order to find those antagonisms, one must be attuned to how they form particulars,
         how they structure interaction among the elements without being themselves discernible
         as observable and measurable items within experience. The antagonisms are not visible
         “in” the particulars, they appear in the relations between them, in how they push
         against each other, how they exert coercive pressure on each other, and hence in the
         pattern they make together. Social theory makes that pattern visible when it reconstructs
         the elements into an emphatic concept. 
      

      
      It may be useful at this point to step back and take stock of this modernist reconstruction
         of experience that I have been tracing in Adorno. That scheme is not invented by Adorno,
         but what Adorno does that is original and groundbreaking is to work up that scheme
         into a theoretical critique of the narrowing of experience into administered experience
         in modernity. Adorno shows how the modernist critique of administered experience furnishes
         a scheme of interpretation that offers a distinctively modernist approach to the reading
         of philosophical texts, artworks, essays, as well as a guide to social research. But
         what is so striking is the way the central features of this scheme seem to have been
         discovered at the same time, in so many diverse fields of investigation. Wherever
         one looks, one finds its central pattern repeated. It can be readily discerned in
         Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams. After a review of the literature in the first chapter of this work, Freud then sets
         to work developing his own account. He begins by distinguishing that account from
         two competing conceptions. It comes as no surprise to find that these two rival conceptions
         represent the two disfigured poles of the concept, the source of the collapse of experience
         into administered experience. The first of these reduces the dream to the mental registering
         of merely somatic processes. Dreams, made up of meaningless isolated pulses, represent
         the atomization of experience into a collection of purely material instances. On the
         other hand, the symbolic dream interpretation and the cipher method both reduce the
         dream to an instance of a general scheme, where the elements of the dream are instances
         of a general law. All dream interpretation has to do is to convert the occurrences
         in the dream into their symbolic equivalent.[27]   Hence it is in this case an operation of the mechanical or conventional-definitional
         concept. Freud’s elucidation of his own method of interpretation is deeply reminiscent
         of Adorno’s interpretive procedure vis à vis the concept. Rather than an individual instance of a general scheme, Freud proposes
         instead to interpret the dream as a site through which fundamental antagonisms within
         the whole life of the dreamer make their appearance. These antagonisms are centered
         around unconscious, unacknowledged desires that are incompatible with the conscious
         self-understanding of the dreamer. As a concept must be opened out to reveal the forces
         that animate it, so, for Freud, the dream must be unlocked so that the conflict of
         psychic forces within the self can be disclosed and made available for treatment.
         How, then, does Freud propose to bring the deeper meaning of the dream to language?
         Freud discovered that the secret to this was to allow the dreamer him or herself to
         unfold the meaning of the dream by immersing it in his or her own deeply personal
         responses and reactions to its elements. It is the subjective connections made among
         the elements by the dreamer that provides the essential clues to the reconstruction.
         It is, in other words, the power of the subject that breaks through to an awareness
         of the underlying antagonisms. The reconstruction fashions an arrangement that expresses
         the form of these antagonisms; they become visible in it. 
      

      
      Literary modernism, as Vicki Mahaffey has argued, is constituted as a “strenuous effort
         to dig beneath the language of the known that has become false and formulaic,” in
         order to make possible the expression of truths that can only be known in the distance
         from the conventional.[28]   She observes that, for modernist writers such as Joyce and Woolf, “meaning,” that
         is, what can be said under the traditional constraints of linguistic form, comprised
         little more than an “impoverished, self-reflecting extract from a much fuller repository
         of possibilities.” What Woolf understood as “moments of being,” or Joyce described
         as “epiphanies” can then be understood as the rescue of moments of expressive wholeness
         from under the rubble of conventional form. They are, as Mahaffey notes, “moments
         of textual revelation in which the trivial and the significant exist in perfect equipoise.”
         Hence, Woolf shows us language as it constitutes character. We do not “see” character directly, as in a realist novel.
         Rather, the essence of character is held at a distance from the medium in which it
         is conveyed to us. What we see is language presenting character, and hence we are made aware of the distance between the two.[29]   What takes place in modernist writing is this double movement where, in the breaking
         of the claim of our ordinary, conventional language to be identical with what it wants
         to say (character or life, for Woolf), an experience of essence or wholeness is made
         possible as what is held at a distance from language, or as what is exterior to the
         means of its linguistic representation. Truth is not available directly, as something
         we can take away from the text, but rather happens within it, through the manner in
         which the semblance of the identity of words and what they describe is dissolved.
         It is the self-awareness of conventional language, its recognition of its failure
         to coincide with what it wants to say, that opens up new expressive possibilities
         in the textual composition. The foregrounding of convention is then, in modernist
         writing, a means to the turning of the text towards the reality that is disfigured
         by conventional form.
      

      
      For Woolf, the central problem that crystallizes all of the difficulties of novel
         writing is the problem of how to present character. The novel, she suggests, is the
         attempt to “catch” a character that the author is after (SE 37). The origin of character is a kind of intuition, or what Woolf calls a “phantom.”
         It is a premonition that waits upon the constructive work of the writer to be captured
         in an aesthetic form. However, the conventions of the realist novel are, Woolf argues,
         in ruins. Her “vision” of Mrs. Brown would have been “dulled and tarnished” for ever
         had it been submitted to the work of conventional, realist description. What is it
         about Mrs. Brown that makes her immune to capture by this sort of description? Or,
         to ask this in a different way, what is the writer called upon to do in order to genuinely
         bring that vision of Mrs. Brown to language? When the solidity of realist description
         disappears, Woolf writes, all we are left with is a “will-o’-the-wisp, a dancing light,
         an illumination.” It is “from the gleams and flashes of this flying spirit” that the
         writer must construct the “solid, living, flesh-and-blood Mrs Brown” (SE 35). 
      

      
      This vision of Mrs. Brown plays the same role in Woolf’s novelistic writing as original
         experience (the moment of eating the Madeleine) in contrast to its working up in memory
         does in Proust. It is the same function played by the dream, in Freud, before it is
         subjected to the work of interpretive reconstruction. And, finally, it is the same
         function that is played, for Adorno, by our ordinary, everyday experience of society,
         before that experience is worked up into a dialectical theory of society. This is
         not the experience that consists in the registering of facts. It is more like the
         experience of banging one’s head against a wall, when one comes up against the coercive
         force of those antagonisms that form individuals (NS IV:15, 90). It is also the experience of “was einem ursprünglich an der Welt aufgeht”—the
         way the world strikes one—before the disfiguring operation of the dirempted concept.
         But what is crucial is that this pre-theoretical experience, how the world strikes
         one, is not itself the experience that is being sought. That experience is a promise
         of unregimented experience, but the latter is not available prior to, or outside of,
         the work of interpretive reconstruction. The problem of character, for Woolf, is then
         the problem of how to render what is promised in that vision of Mrs. Brown, such that
         the promise of unregimented experience becomes accessible in the form of its reconstruction.
         Woolf writes of this vision that it makes an “overwhelming impression,” formed of
         myriads of “irrelevant and incongruous ideas” that “crowd into one’s head on such
         occasions” (SE 41). This is strongly reminiscent of Proust’s description of the original experience
         as “a vase filled with odors, sounds, projects and climates.”[30]   Writing, figuring out “what belongs to what,” means, for Woolf, to arrange these
         impressions into an order that makes the original premonition available in the unfolded
         plenitude of its meaning. Woolf’s disagreement with Arnold Bennett and the Edwardians
         boils down to the question “what is reality?” (SE 43). Or, what is it that makes a character real? The error of Bennett’s realist mode
         of description, Woolf suggests, is his belief that “because he has made a house, there
         must be a person living there” (SE 47). But no amount of description will do justice to the vision of Mrs. Brown. Woolf
         gives us an important clue about what she is looking for when, writing of the great
         novels of the past with their characters that seemed real, she says that character,
         in these cases, “has the power to make you think not merely of it itself, but of all
         sorts of things through its eyes—of religion, of love, of war, of peace, of family
         life, of balls in county towns, of sunsets, of moonrises, the immortality of the soul”
         (SE 43). What is promised in the original vision, but only developed in its literary reconstruction,
         is a sense of character as the gathering point for the social-historical forces that
         impress themselves on individuals, forming their interaction and structuring their
         movement through the social world. It was this notion of character that Woolf would
         bring to fruition in her 1925 novel, Mrs. Dalloway. A note in Woolf’s diary while she was at work on this book reads: “I want to criticise
         the social system, and to show it at work, at its most intense” (WD 57). Woolf manages to do this in Mrs. Dalloway by unfolding those forces as they manifest themselves in the depths of individual
         experience. It is essential for this that character itself appear as historical, as
         indelibly marked by the changing configuration of forces that inform a particular
         shape of historical experience. Woolf’s three great experimental novels of the early
         to mid-1920s (Jacob’s Room, Mrs. Dalloway, and To the Lighthouse) all use different techniques of construction to capture the essentially historical
         nature of experience, and to show it at the heart of the formation of character. 
      

      
      The path travelled by philosophy, for Adorno, is the path from the “original experience
         to its objectification, and hence to a developed philosophical theory” (PT 87). It is possible, then, to think of philosophy, at least, in the shape of an Adornian
         speculative theory, as one cultural frame for the exploration and preservation of
         unregimented experience. What philosophy offers might be thought paltry in comparison
         to the breathtaking explosion of modernist experience in the arts in the first half
         of the twentieth century. But what distinguishes philosophy is its conceptual medium,
         and consequently its relation to truth. Philosophy, Adorno emphasizes, is situated
         in between the realm of science, which uses concepts primarily for the purposes of
         the mastery of nature, and art, in which truth appears exclusively as expression (Ausdruck), but cannot be captured in theoretical form as a binding nexus of concepts (PT 88). It is this constitutive relationship of philosophy to a “rationally ordered,
         rigorous, conceptually organized knowledge” that, for Adorno, allows its disclosure
         of unregimented experience to work as a critique of administered experience, and of
         the dirempted concept that establishes what counts as knowledge within that scheme.
         This, as I shall try to establish in the first part of this study, is what sets Adorno
         apart from Heidegger. Heidegger was searching for a philosophical language beyond
         the rational order of concepts, leading in his later work to a radical rethinking
         of the potential of philosophical language. One important goal in the first part of
         this study will be to show why this solution is ultimately untenable. What makes Adorno
         unique is his unceasing commitment to the possibility of a rational critique of administered experience and its reliance on the dirempted concept. It
         is this commitment that, I believe, comprises what is most valuable in Adorno’s version
         of philosophical modernism. In the second part of this study, I will offer an interpretation
         of the structure and workings of Adorno’s project as a whole. In the third and final
         part, the study will explore additional themes of aesthetic and ethical experience,
         developing connections with between philosophy and literary modernism.
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      Adorno and Heidegger on Language and the Inexpressible

      
         
         
      

      
      
         I would say that the approach adopted in Being and Time—and here I’d like to make
            a few more comments on the “jargon of authenticity”—is perhaps nowhere more ideological
            than when its author tries to understand death on the basis of “Dasein’s possibility
            of Being-a-Whole” in which attempt he suppresses the absolute irreconcilability of
            living experience with death which has become apparent with the definitive decline
            of positive religions. He seeks, in this way, to rescue structures of the experience
            of death as structures of Dasein, of human existence itself. But these structures,
            as he describes them, only existed within the world of positive theology, by virtue
            of the positive hope of resurrection; and Heidegger fails to see that through the
            secularization of this structure, which he at least tacitly assumes in his work, not
            only have these theological contents disintegrated, but without them this experience
            itself is no longer possible. What I really hold against this form of metaphysics
            is the surreptitious attempt to appropriate theologically posited possibilities of
            experience without theology. (NS IV:14, 167)[1]  
         

      

      
         Sports may be the place in contemporary life where Americans find sacred community
            most easily. . . . [A] great athlete can shine like a Greek god, and that in the presence
            of such an athlete the sense of greatness is palpable. It has even become popular
            to argue that in recent years sport has come to form a kind of folk religion in American
            society, standing in for more traditional kinds of religious practice and belief.
            Whether or not it is true as a matter of historical and sociological fact that sport
            now plays this kind of religious role in America, a related phenomenological claim
            seems harder to dispute. There is no essential difference, really, in how it feels
            to rise as one in joy to sing the praises of the Lord, or to rise as one in joy to
            sing the praises of the Hail Mary pass, the Immaculate Reception, the Angels, the
            Saints, the Friars, or the Demon Deacons.[2]  
         

      

      
      1. Introduction

      
      The first quote above encapsulates Adorno’s criticism of Martin Heidegger’s fundamental
         ontology, a criticism which remained remarkably consistent from its first appearance
         in the early 1930s to the late 1960s. Essentially, Adorno’s charge is that Heidegger’s
         philosophical language imperiously posits the actuality of meaningful experience in
         a historical age in which the very possibility of a general, philosophical articulation
         of meaningful experience has become impossible. Adorno argues constantly that the
         implicit, radical claim of Heidegger’s writing, its own self-presentation as the clearing
         away of philosophical obfuscations and returning to the long-suppressed root of pre-theoretical
         experience, is actually achieved by a certain form of trickery, a sleight of hand
         executed with philosophical language. Its promise of getting beyond theoretical distortions
         to the things themselves (to borrow Husserl’s phrase) turns out to be the cheap trick
         of using concepts, like “being,” in a way that disguises the fact that they are (still)
         concepts. The trick makes it seem as though the split in the concept between signifying
         function and content has been overcome. The split in question here is the same duality
         of the concept, suspended between its signifying and its mimetic poles, that, for
         Adorno, forms the essential structure of the concept. Adorno, as we have seen, believes
         that the goal of revivifying the concept requires re-energizing the interaction between
         these two poles, allowing the signifying function of the concept to become immersed
         in the sensuous substance of its mimetic pole, and at the same time, making sensuous
         substance articulate itself through the discursive structure of the concept. An ever-deepening
         interaction between the two poles overcomes the emptiness of the mechanical concept
         and the blindness of pre-conceptual experience, allowing the concept to go deeper
         into the object than is foreseen by an understanding of cognition as merely conceptual
         classification. Adorno is saying, then, that Heidegger’s duplicitous use of philosophical
         language makes it look as though this process, and the experiential substance it promises,
         has already taken place. Heidegger’s subterfuge, in other words, is to make it seem
         like what can only ever be a result of a processual articulation of concepts is already
         available, here and now, just by sounding the concept, by saying it and letting it
         resound. The sounding of the signifying and the mimetic poles one after the other,
         in the isolation of the word from its linguistic context, gives the impression that
         the reciprocal immersion of the two poles has already taken place. The experience
         that Heidegger wants to conjure up when he uses words like “death” and “being,” however,
         would only be available in these words if the theological framework of comprehension was present and accessible
         for ordinary experience. But, since it is not available, that experience cannot become
         directly accessible in words. Hence we can only reach it by way of the via negativa, which, by working through secularized concepts, holds out the possibility of theological
         meaning as absent from the present, yet still present as a promise rather than a reality
         in its concepts. 
      

      
      The second quote is from a bestselling philosophy text co-written by one of the most
         influential Anglo-American Heideggerian scholars, Hubert Dreyfus. I juxtaposed this
         to Adorno’s warning about Heideggerian language because it seems to illustrate (perhaps
         even, on a certain reading of it, to repeat) the risk of positing meaningful experience
         as though it were available, and already accessible in the present. In the ultimate
         chapter of All Things Shining, Dreyfus and Kelly argue that sport encapsulates for the American consciousness the
         overwhelming sense of community and focused meaning, which are the marks by which
         things in a culture stand out as “sacred.” The sacred represents the things around
         which and towards which everything else and all other practices must be ordered if
         they are to contribute to the possibility of meaningful experience. Things that are
         sacred “stand out” in a culture, Dreyfus and Kelly argue, allowing the individual
         to experience the sense of participating in something that transcends merely subjective,
         personal determinations of significance, and hence the value of which cannot be explained
         on the basis of its being chosen by the individual’s own autonomous decision-making.
         There is something deeply admirable about Dreyfus and Kelly’s attempt to re-activate
         the sacred in the contemporary, hollowed-out and deeply marketized social practices
         of neoliberalism. But there is also, in the presentation of these practices as already sacred, a telling repetition of the original Heideggerian sleight of hand. Are Dreyfus
         and Kelly really talking about modern sports? The “infantilized athlete controlled
         by the supposedly adult corporate owner indulging in infantilizing tactics in the
         name of the bottom line”?[3]   There is also something very attractive about Dreyfus and Kelly’s portrayal of
         this sacred moment, when “the great athlete in the midst of the play rises up and
         shines.”[4]   It is so attractive, in fact, that it takes a considerable effort on the reader’s
         part to break free of the conjuring trick that presents a mystification of experience
         as a description of it. Where, in modern sports, are experiences such as these available
         which have not already been pre-schematized, packaged, and prepared as consumable
         experiences by sport as entertainment? The crowd rises together, but to the spirit
         of hypnotic chanting or branded music that instructs the collective how they are supposed
         to feel about the experience, making that experience into another form of consumption
         rather than an ecstatic shining forth which transcends the sordid world of marketized
         practices. We may recognize how a great athletic feat appears to capture something
         enduring about human possibility, but the promise of transcendence is tarred by the
         stigma of tawdry commercialism and the domineering pre-schematization of the collective
         experience of athletic endeavor. We recognize it, that is to say, in spite of the
         intrinsic corruption of the experience through its commodification, typified in the
         isolation of moments that distort and disfigure the essential movement of the game,
         turning it into a series of moments of instant gratification. Modern sport, like Heideggerian
         language, trades on this work of trickery in which we are given the wizened husk of
         transcendence, and sold on the illusion that it is in fact the real thing. It is telling
         that in their depiction of the possibility of “poietic” transcendence today, Dreyfus
         and Kelly turn to pre-capitalist work arrangements, the wheelwright’s shop and the
         craftsman’s discernment of the properties of wood by sight, sound and touch.[5]   As much as this lauding of pre-modern craftsmanship is illuminating in its own
         way, it is difficult to assess its merit without recalling Adorno’s warning about
         the ontological jargon, which presents its categories “as though they were not abstracted
         from transitory social conditions that emerged in history, but rather as though they
         belonged to the human essence itself, as its inalienable possibility” (JE 52). In the jargon, “forms of socialization in the past, prior to the division of
         labor, are smuggled in [erschlichen] as though they were themselves eternal.” This, for Adorno, is the inevitable danger
         for any account of modern experience inspired by Heidegger’s fundamental ontology.
         The point is not that there is nothing of value in thinking about these practices
         belonging to the economic past. However, in attempting to do so, we must be alert
         to the danger of forgetting that something like craftsman-like skill is an experience
         with things and the environment that is inseparable from certain pre-modern social
         and economic conditions. The suggestion that the world of craft production captures
         a universal human experience misleads in the same way as the idea that it might be
         possible to recapture the ancient Greek experience of attunement to the god(s) in
         the cynical and commodified world of modern sports. Both of these are readily discernible
         as forms of Erschleichung, the isolation of a word or idea from its context, and allowing that word to resound
         in a way that creates the semblance of content. The glorification of craftsmanship
         relies upon its conjuring up in thought a lost world of social unity and communal
         dependence, but at the same time it creates the semblance that the world of craftsmanship
         exists apart from those conditions, as though it were a meaningful form of experience
         accessible here and now.
      

      
      Adorno’s critique of Heidegger is so virulent and hostile because Adorno sees Heidegger’s
         philosophy as a tempting but ultimately empty and even damaging response to the problems
         of scientific rationalism. Adorno shares much of Heidegger’s critique of modern rationalized
         culture, although for Heidegger this is couched more in terms of technologization,
         or what he later calls “machination,” rather than commodification. However, Heidegger’s
         philosophical project obscures what is wrong with scientific rationalism, and is incapable
         of thinking its way through to a solution to that problem. The disagreement with Heidegger
         touches on the very core of Adorno’s philosophical modernism. What defines the modernist
         problem in question, I suggested, is a perceived crisis at the turn of the twentieth
         century concerning the expressive capacity of language. Particularly among German
         thinkers, there appeared a sudden proliferation of reflections concerning what language
         is unable to express. The paradigmatic expression of this sentiment occurs in one
         of the key sources of modernist thinking, Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s “Chandos Letter.”
         This piece, a fictional letter written by a Lord Chandos to Francis Bacon, portrays
         the experience of a loss of literary productivity, which in fact borders on the loss
         of a grip on language itself, as the ability to express things with words. The letter
         describes this experience first manifesting itself in a loss of meaning of abstract
         terms. The problem then spreads like a corrosive element to evaluative parts of speech,
         and finally attacks single words, causing them to disintegrate in the face of any
         effort to interrogate their meaning. The letter then goes on to describe a division
         in consciousness that encapsulates the central theme of the modernist investigation
         of experience. This is captured as a contrast between the mundane routine of a life
         of simplicity (“lacking in spirit and thinking”) and certain transfiguring moments
         that seem to burst into this life from a wholly other realm. These moments cannot
         be assimilated into the life of daily routine. Although these moments transfigure
         the mundane objects of daily life, the one undergoing the experience is unable to
         integrate them into the frame of ordinary experience. As soon as the “strange enchantment”
         of these transfiguring experiences subsides, the self is left, not in a state of enlightenment
         about the deeper significance of things, but rather in a state of confusion. One cannot
         say anything, in “intelligible words” (vernünftige Worte) about these moments of harmony illuminating the self and the entire world (CL 125). The Letter speaks of these moments as ones in which mundane items become the
         source of a “mysterious, wordless, infinite rapture,” and provoke thinking in a medium
         “more direct, fluid, and passionate than words” (CL 126–7). 
      

      
      Hofmannsthal is here describing that experience that Joyce would subsequently characterize
         as an epiphany, understood as that moment in which ‘the soul of the commonest object
         . . . seems to us radiant.”[6]   What is integral to the modernist interpretation of these experiences is the sense
         of their utter discontinuity with the world of the everyday and the language we use
         to describe it. Significantly, this is not a difference in the subject matter of experience,
         since these moments of transfiguration are triggered by mundane events and things.
         The discontinuity concerns, rather, what we can provisionally call the point of view
         from which things become accessible. The impossibility of assimilating those moments
         into the frame of day to day experience is shown in the failure of language when one
         seeks to convey what happens in such an experience. Adorno and Heidegger both share
         this belief in a non-traversable schism between what can be called the moment of meaning
         disclosure, that is the infusing of experience with sense that sets in motion the
         urge to say anything about the world at all, and the moment of the articulation of significance
         in the currency of communicable language. It is this awareness that leads to a conception
         of language (or certain linguistic practices) as estranged from the deeper significance
         of things. In Adorno, this schism is described in terms of the elements of “expression”
         (Ausdruck) and “communication” (Mitteilung). The latter is characterized as the ceaseless (Adorno calls it Sisyphean) labor
         of seeking to find words to bring to language, or to “give voice” to what is revealed
         in the moment of expression. Similarly, Heidegger makes a distinction between the
         moment of language as the disclosure of being and a derivative understanding of language
         as an instrumental activity that involves the communication of contents. Whilst I
         don’t want to minimize the differences between these conceptualizations, I would argue
         that each must be understood as a response to the absolute discontinuity between meaning-disclosive
         experiences and what one can convey by means of language, in short, the very crisis
         of language that inaugurates literary modernism. What is decisive here is that language
         is never able to close this gap. Our words seek to be responsive to these moments
         in which our experience is suddenly revealed as a meaningful whole, but the words
         can never fully coincide with these moments; the terms we use to convey this experience
         seem insipid, platitudinous. As Hofmannsthal puts it, they disintegrate “in my mouth
         like rotten mushrooms” (CL 121). The awareness of this discontinuity, I suggest, is definitive of the modernist
         problematic and sets in motion the philosophical exploration of the limits of language.
         
      

      
      I want firstly to explore in more detail the contours of the modernist problematic
         taken up by both Adorno and Heidegger. As I shall argue, Nietzsche is the most important
         figure in the background to this problem. I also try to set these responses in their
         proper context, in particular by exploring how this problem is seen to possess political
         and social ramifications that give a special urgency to the effort to understand language
         and its expressive possibilities or limitations. I will then turn to the comparative
         analysis. I argue that it is Adorno who ought to be considered the most successful
         representative of philosophical modernism. I will conclude with some reflections on
         how situating Adorno’s philosophy in the context of his response to the modernist
         problem sheds crucial light on his vision of the critical nature of philosophy. 
      

      
      2. Modernist Writing

      
      Modernist art, Charles Taylor writes, was animated by the desire to “retrieve experience
         from the deadening, routinized, conventional forms of instrumental civilization.”[7]   In this respect modernism recalled aspects of the Romantic critique of the scientific,
         mechanistic worldview. Yet, as Taylor argues, modernism is defined by its rejection
         of the expressivist impulse that pervades Romanticism. What characterizes the expressivist
         impulse, according to Taylor, is that an underlying purpose or idea “only comes to
         full definition in its embodiment.” The Romantic epiphany, therefore, “consists in
         showing what is expressed or embodied in reality,” and this means putting the self
         in contact with the underlying truth about things.[8]   The perceived inaccessibility of an expressivist route to the retrieval of experience
         is, according to Taylor, what sets up the modernist problematic of the search for
         a transfigurative experience that would be accessible in language, yet not as something
         that comes to expression in, or that finds its realization in the way it is brought
         to language. Modernism rejects the idea of the symbol, the idea of a form of expression
         that was somehow inseparable from what it revealed. This meant that, for modernism,
         there was an inevitable disjunction between language, and the experience that searches
         for expression by means of language, or in more conventional terms, between sign and
         signified. Yet at the same time, it is still the case that this experience is only
         accessible through language. But the issue of how that experience is supposed to become
         accessible becomes much more problematic from the modernist point of view. One way
         of thinking about this is to consider that, for modernism, the recovery of experience
         is something that happens in spite of language, almost in the manner of working against it, by resisting its natural impulse
         in the direction of mechanistic thinking and the instrumental, means-end directed
         thinking dominating modern civilization. Language remains, for modernists, the only
         route to the recovery of a deeper experience, even though the only language we have
         works habitually to close off the possibility for that experience to come to expression
         within it. It is this understanding of language and the problem of experience that
         sets the stage for the distinctly modernist notion of philosophy as a type of linguistic
         practice in which an insight is achieved in a philosophic text by using statements
         to point to something that is not accessible in the form of directly assertable theses.
         It is this model of philosophical writing that is being invoked in Wittgenstein’s
         comment (the subject of no end of bemusement to the book’s analytic readers) at the
         end of the Tractatus that its statements are equivalent to a ladder that is to be “thrown away” after
         one has climbed up over them.[9]   It is also the basis of Adorno’s comment that what is important in philosophy is
         “what happens within it, not a thesis or position” (ND 44). In a certain sense, Adorno claims, philosophy has to be “composed,” rather than
         forming a one-track deductive or inductive movement. The same motif can be recognized
         in Heidegger’s reference to a “saying” in language that “will not allow itself to
         be captured in any assertion.”[10]   Something comes to expression in language which is not the same as what our words
         are about, Heidegger is suggesting. He equates this moment with the realm of silence.
         
      

      
      The first serious treatment of the consequences for philosophy of this view of language
         (and not least philosophical language) perhaps occurs in Nietzsche. It is in his early,
         unpublished epistemological writings that Nietzsche explores the issue of the arbitrary
         nature of language and its consequences for philosophical inquiry. In these writings,
         Nietzsche outlines his view of the origin of concepts in a metaphorical process by
         which singular things or events become accessible as exhibiting a similarity. All
         of our knowledge, Nietzsche asserts, “involves the identification of things which are not the same” (PaT 51). Nietzsche uses the term Übertragung, to “carry over” or “carry across,” which bears the same root meaning as the term
         “metaphor,” to depict this understanding of knowledge as a sort of transference from
         one medium into another, and which works by means of the responses elicited in the
         human organism by different kinds of stimuli.[11]   The point of this idea is to stress that knowing is itself grounded in an aesthetic
         activity, which can be thought of as the creative reaction and response to stimuli,
         which involves suggesting likenesses between different things. As Nietzsche puts this
         point, the “drive towards the formation of metaphors is the fundamental human drive”
         (PaT 88). In Adorno’s account, this drive to form metaphors becomes the sensuous-mimetic
         activity that forms the material pole of the concept. That activity can be understood
         as the concept’s striving to become like what it wants to know, and it achieves this by an imagistic transformation of its
         sensuous contact with the object. The density of the metaphorical image incorporates
         the gestures and responses by which the knower tries to imitate the object. This does
         not mean that the knower is turned into an object, but rather that the knower gives
         full reign to his or her sensuous reactions and responses in the course of lingering
         next to the object. 
      

      
       The notion of metaphorical activity at the root of the process of cognition serves
         as the basis for Nietzsche’s critique of epistemology. He argues that our claim to
         possess knowledge through concepts rests on an implicit denial of the process of transference,
         the aesthetic activity that underlies all attempts by the subject to express how the
         world is. Concepts, that is to say, are metaphors that are in denial about their own
         metaphorical basis. This feature of concepts is, on Nietzsche’s understanding, the
         result of the particular function that concepts are called upon to perform. Very simply,
         concepts are seen as tools that enable humans to pick out things in terms of their
         ability to generate regular and predictable effects, as things that can be manipulated
         in standard sorts of ways. They serve the human need for “repose, security and consistency”
         (PaT 86). It is because of their importance to human survival that the basis of the formation
         of concepts in aesthetic activity is not ordinarily apparent. In other words, it appears
         as though the likenesses we establish among things, the sorts of classifications established
         by our concepts, were a mirror held to the world rather than a creative assimilation
         of its features on the basis of the needs of the human organism.
      

      
      On Nietzsche’s view, then, our language is ordinarily marked by a certain blind spot:
         our everyday classifications that purport to tell us how the world is are in fact
         the effects of a creative activity by which we assimilate things and render them amenable
         to human needs and purposes. In their scientific systematization, these concepts,
         Nietzsche argues, come more and more into conflict with the underlying aesthetic activity,
         the “fundamental” drive to express experience through metaphor. In consequence, this
         drive seeks other channels for its activity, most notably in the realms of myth and
         art (PaT 89). At the end of the well-known essay “On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense,”
         Nietzsche describes these two tendencies—the rational-conceptual and the aesthetic-creative
         way of assimilating life—as perpetually vying for the right to determine the terms
         in which the world is perceived. What is important about this description is that
         Nietzsche describes the aesthetic perspective as coming to the surface in periodic
         but unpredictable eruptions throughout the scheme fashioned by a system of rigid and
         fixed concepts. Hence the aesthetic-creative moment is the force that brings about
         transformations in a system of concepts by suggesting new ways of perceiving things,
         and developing new sorts of similarities that are excluded on the prevailing scheme
         of conceptual classifications. Nietzsche describes these moments in which aesthetic
         activity makes its presence felt as “intuitions”:
      

      
      
         There is no regular path which leads from these intuitions into the land of ghostly
            schemata, the land of abstractions. There exists no word for these intuitions; when
            man sees them he grows dumb, or else he speaks only in forbidden metaphors and in
            un-heard of combinations of concepts. He does this so that by shattering and mocking
            the old conceptual barriers he may at least correspond creatively to the impression
            of the powerful present intuition. (PaT 90)
         

      

      
      Nietzsche is here articulating precisely that discontinuity between meaning-disclosive
         experiences that put us in touch with the world in a deeper sense, and the classifications
         constituted by our everyday language, which I suggested is the basis of the modernist
         problematic. Intuition does not find its way into language by way of a concept. Rather,
         Nietzsche describes it as “shattering” the old conceptual distinctions; it “smashes
         this framework to pieces.” Trying to give expression to these intuitions either leaves
         one in a state of speechlessness (Der Mensch verstummt) or else demands a kind of linguistic creativity that undermines the standard ways
         of talking about things. This shattering (Zertrümmern) of concepts that Nietzsche depicts as the eruption of the aesthetic basis of cognition
         finds an echo in Adorno’s reference to the foundering or shattering (Scheitern) of the concepts of epistemology, as they are brought to self-consciousness “against
         what they mean from out of themselves”—that is to say, as they begin to express more than they say as concepts.[12]   There are also echoes in Heidegger’s discussion of ambiguity and “falling” in sections
         § 37 and § 38 of Being and Time. Heidegger here contrasts a “genuine” understanding of a subject matter with the
         everyday attitude in which something is merely talked about, taken up from the swirl
         of opinions as a subject of conversation. The idle talk of everyday Dasein is distinguished
         from the experience of the Dasein that applies itself in the silence of reticence
         (Verschwiegenheit) of seeing something through and of genuine foundering (Scheiterns) (BT 218). Similarly, the alienation of Dasein in falling closes off its possibility of
         “genuinely foundering” (BT 222). The terminology of a shattering or foundering, or what Adorno also sometimes
         refers to as a disintegration (Zerfall) of concepts, is intended to underline the discontinuity between our habitual ways
         of appropriating and classifying things, and the experience which discloses the world
         to us as being a certain way. It is important to emphasize that Nietzsche’s reading
         does not merely assert that there are two competing schemata that vie for the opportunity
         to determine what the world is like. His point is that our everyday conceptual language
         is derived from the underlying aesthetic activity of giving expression to the ways
         in which the world strikes us as meaningful. But, in the course of time, our concepts
         have become split off from their ground in our aesthetic activity, and are no longer
         responsive to the disclosive experiences that originally fashion the conceptual meanings
         available in a language. This is why those experiences can now only occur within language as a destabilizing of established conceptual schemes.
      

      
      Nietzsche’s early epistemological writings depict in exemplary fashion the problem
         that would dictate the centrality of the concern with language in philosophical modernism.
         The problem itself centers on language’s responsiveness to the experiential contact
         with the world that inaugurates meaning. In describing this moment underlying the
         formation of concepts as an aesthetic activity, Nietzsche would appear to be quite
         close to Kant’s position in the third critique, where the mutual attunement of sensuous
         objects and the cognitive faculty that characterizes an aesthetic judgment is shown
         to underlie the cognitive apprehension of the object. However, it is clear that, for
         Nietzsche (as indeed, I would argue, for all modernist thinkers), the Kantian view
         of a seamless integration of aesthetic activity into the cognitive system is no longer
         plausible.[13]   The disjunction between the aesthetic moment in which the world is revealed as
         experientially meaningful, and the possibilities for integrating this experience into
         the conceptual schemes that establish the significance of things, was now felt as
         being so great that it was impossible to share Kant’s confidence in the harmonious
         operation of the cognitive faculties. Thus it became a commonplace after Nietzsche
         to talk about two different sources of knowledge that cannot be reconciled in a single,
         harmonious picture of cognitive access to the world. Nowhere is this clearer than
         in the work of Henri Bergson, who, in his essay “Introduction to Metaphysics,” originally
         published in 1903, distinguishes between a type of conceptual cognition that consists
         in relating the objects to elements that are already known, and a form of immediate
         acquaintance, what Bergson calls “intuition,” by which one “carries oneself to the
         interior of an object.”[14]   What Bergson calls “metaphysics” is depicted as being dependent on these intuitions,
         a type of experience which Bergson regards as utterly incommensurable with the conceptual
         analysis that subsumes experiential items as exemplars of common properties. There
         is no route, no means of access to intuition when one begins with concepts. If cognition
         is to be more than simply the manipulation of what is already known, then, Bergson
         argues, it must start from the other direction and, beginning with intuition, seek
         to fabricate concepts that hew as closely as possible to what is given in this experience.
         Thus the Nietzschean idea of an aesthetic activity underlying language is preserved
         in Bergson in the form of the priority of intuition. 
      

      
      Bergson is an interesting case among the inheritors of the crisis of language because
         he looks for a solution to the problem by a scientific analysis of the bounds of conceptual
         cognition. His major works (Time and Free Will, Matter and Memory, and Creative Evolution especially) read distinctly like scientific theses, the aim of which is to draw a
         limit to scientific thinking on the grounds of its spatial, quantitative orientation.
         This gives a certain clarity and consistency to Bergson’s writings, but it also creates
         a serious problem. Bergson (to paraphrase the early Wittgenstein) is attempting to
         say what will not let itself be said, in that he is trying to use conceptual thinking
         to draw a limit to conceptual thinking. Unsurprisingly, Bergson’s idea of a dual origin
         of cognition reflects the very same process of cognitive dissection that it is meant
         to partition as one side of the cognitive divide. The problem exemplified by Bergson’s
         work highlights a pressing issue for Nietzsche’s successors, namely, how does one
         give voice to the nonconceptual source of cognition if the only means one has available
         to do that are concepts? Indeed, how can one say anything about it at all?[15]  
      

      
      What was required was a form of writing that in effect became a sort of perpetual
         balancing act, where the moment of meaning-disclosure, the aesthetic element underlying
         language, had to be made accessible within language, yet at the same time the text
         had to foreground the irreducibility of this element to what we can say with language.
         The result was a form of philosophical writing that constantly risked falling off
         one side or other of a precipice. There were in fact two dangers to avoid, and I want
         to outline briefly what these dangers were before moving on to the attempted solutions
         and their problems.
      

      
      Modernist writing might by represented as a sort of tightrope walking where one had
         to be constantly aware of the possibility of losing the tension between the two poles
         on one side or the other. Falling off the tightrope would mean being sucked in by
         one of these two dimensions, hence losing that tension within language between what
         is said and what language points to or discloses. One danger was the specter of irrationalism,
         which implied resolving the tension by rejecting the demands of rationality in language.
         Much of this approach stemmed from a reading (or more exactly a misreading) of Nietzsche’s
         critique of scientific thought, and drew from this the notion that the solution lay
         in unleashing those unconscious forces hemmed in by the authoritarian structure of
         western rationality. In this case, the awareness of the alienation of rational thinking
         from the sources of meaning disclosure led to a response that sought for renewal in
         an embrace of what could not be encompassed by scientific thinking, irrational impulses
         that were understood sometimes in vitalist, sometimes more ominously in nationalist
         terms. For Adorno in particular, the consequences of this were seen as especially
         perilous, and the risks of this view (as I shall argue shortly) remained constantly
         the lens through which Adorno read Heidegger. It was clear to Adorno that there was
         a considerable danger particularly in the political and cultural ramifications of
         this idea that an immediate contact with sources beyond the grasp of rational thinking
         was possible. Since this view held open no opportunity for making those sources available
         for critical reflection in language, it basically collapsed into a naked assertion
         of a will to power. As Adorno put it, the “hatred of the rigid universal concept”
         prevalent in this perspective creates a “cult of irrational immediacy, of sovereign
         freedom in the midst of unfreedom” (ND 20). What goes wrong in the irrationalist point of view, then, is that the alienation
         of rational thinking is considered as an intrinsic shortcoming of the rational sphere
         itself, rather than as the consequence of an irrational, or at least sub-rational,
         social and cultural instantiation of rational thinking. In other words, the cult of
         the irrational wrongly uses a failure to realize full rationality as the grounds for a denunciation of the rational domain itself, instead
         of seeking to correct rational thinking from within.
      

      
      The converse danger to irrationalism, and the other way of snapping the tension immanent
         in language, was by proceeding as though linguistic reason already possessed in itself
         the capacity to unify meaning disclosure and rational articulation in a single, systematic
         presentation. The risk here is of an over-extension of the capacities of rational
         discourse to the point where it begins to stifle the underlying sources of meaning
         arising in experiential contact with the world, whether those sources be conceived
         in terms of feeling, ethical and aesthetic value, or emotion. If irrationalism easily
         lent itself to the promotion of regressive political and social ideas, the same could
         be said of the dangers of a hyper-rationalism. In fact, it is the progressive disappearance
         of the availability of rationally articulable sources of meaning as a result of hyper-rationalism
         that feeds the flight to the irrational as a solution to the problems of modernity.
         The more that modernization is driven by a one-sided rationalization, the greater
         the attraction of a purported renewal that dispenses with the demands of rational
         discourse entirely. These two dangers finally coalesced in a destructive dialectic
         where the dominance of hyper-rationalism prompted an increasingly urgent sense that
         the demands of rational society alienated individuals from the fundamental sources
         of meaning. Hence the fateful sense of the liberating potential afforded by a sudden,
         violent release from the constraints of that social order. Philosophical modernism
         can be understood as a sustained attempt to resist this destructive dialectic by bringing
         rational discourse to an awareness of its dependence on a moment that, while it cannot
         be integrated into that discourse, is at the same time the key to a full and non-regressive
         development of rational thinking. And therein lies the key to the difficulty of modernist
         writing. What is called for is a form of writing that recognizes a limit to what is
         rationally articulable in language, yet without hypostasizing that limit as a self-subsisting
         principle that might be attainable outside of language. If this balancing act fails, the two sides collapse into the destructive
         dialectic of an instrumental rationalism shorn of its dependence on meaning disclosure,
         and an irrationalism that celebrates its liberation from the crushing weight of rational
         civilization.
      

      
      3. Adorno and Heidegger: On the possibility 
of saying “being” 
      

      
      There is a moment in his discussion of Heidegger’s philosophy in Negative Dialectic where Adorno appears to pay Heidegger the greatest possible complement. Adorno here
         claims that one can do justice to the concept of being only when one takes account
         of the “genuine experience” that underlies its formation. Adorno equates this experience
         with the “philosophical urge to express the inexpressible” (ND 114). This phrase recalls Adorno’s formulation of the “simple contradiction” that
         is equivalent to philosophy itself, namely, the striving “to say what will not let
         itself be said” (ND 21). Adorno, then, would seem here to be asserting Heidegger’s bona fides as a philosopher whose thinking grapples in the profoundest way with the crisis of
         language that occupies philosophical modernism. I want firstly to outline why it might
         make sense to view Heidegger from this perspective. I will then look at Adorno’s worry
         that the Heideggerian solution risks falling into the irrationalist trap. 
      

      
      In The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, his 1927 lecture course, Heidegger describes what he calls the “ontological difference,”
         that is, the distinction between being and beings, as a revision of the concept of
         the transcendental in Kantian philosophy.[16]   Being, in contrast to “beings” concerns the fundamental structures that make entities
         what they are. A being, as Heidegger puts it, “is always characterized by a specific
         constitution of being.”[17]   Such being, he suggests, “is not itself a being.” Rather, it concerns what Heidegger
         calls the “way of being” of something, that is, its meaning, what makes it the kind
         of thing it is. This conceptual innovation is motivated by the intention to circumscribe
         the model of knowing peculiar to theoretical understanding, in which a subject, standing
         over against the totality of entities, observes happenings and then makes statements
         about them. Not that there is anything wrong with this, of course. Heidegger’s point
         is simply that the theoretical standpoint is “founded” in, that is, it emerges as
         an adaptation of, the basic mode in which we relate meaningfully to things. Heidegger
         calls this more basic mode “being-in-the-world.” What Heidegger wants to establish
         in the analysis of this term in Being and Time is that the primary way in which we make sense of things in everyday life does not
         have a theoretical structure. That is to say, it does not entail dispassionate observers
         trying to represent (through language) what is taking place in a world from which
         they appear peculiarly disengaged.
      

      
      At this point, the relevance of Heidegger’s project to the modernist problematic becomes
         apparent. Heidegger’s attempt to burrow underneath the theoretical standpoint is intended
         to furnish access to that layer of experience in which the world is disclosed as meaningful,
         prior to its (theoretical) availability as a world of facts about which one can make assertions
         (where “prior to” carries the transcendental sense of making possible). What Heidegger
         proposes, then, is to make the moment of meaning-disclosure accessible to philosophical
         inquiry. Heidegger is not suggesting that there is something “underneath” language;
         rather, as Cristina Lafont has argued, he is claiming that what underlies the possibility
         of making statements about things is purely and simply language itself.[18]   I suggest that we understand this in terms of the Nietzschean idea of the aesthetic
         activity that discloses things as meaningful, and hence is the condition of our being
         able to convey how things are with words. As Lafont puts this point, Heidegger wants
         to suggest that the “communicative function” of language is subordinated to its “world-disclosing
         function.”[19]   The experiential contact with the world that discloses things as significant in
         certain ways grounds, for Heidegger, the discursive possibilities of language. In
         Being and Time, Heidegger calls this dimension of meaning-disclosure underlying the ability to talk
         about things “understanding.” In section 31 of Being and Time, Heidegger describes understanding as disclosing the world in terms of the possibilities
         and potentialities of Dasein (potentialities, of course, that are ultimately dependent
         on culture and history). The movement Heidegger describes through “interpretation”
         and “assertion” in § 32–33 depicts the becoming available of this significance for
         discursive articulation and, potentially, communication. Assertion, as Heidegger puts
         it, is “a pointing-out which gives something a definite character and which communicates” (BT 199). In short, it makes explicit how the world has been disclosed as meaningful.
         Hence the making of assertions about things, says Heidegger, has its “ontological
         origin” in an “interpretation which understands” (BT 201). The uniting of the two layers of language occurs in the discussion of “discourse”
         (Rede) in § 34. When Heidegger says that “the existential-ontological foundation of language is discourse” (BT 203), he is making clear that the view of language as a tool, an instrument or mere
         sign-system, cannot grasp the founding of language in a world disclosure that makes
         the world intelligible in certain ways. This intelligibility (Heidegger calls it Verständlichkeit) underlies the explicit articulation of the meaning of things that takes place in
         discursive communication. Heidegger’s manner of describing the relation between the
         two dimensions of language strongly implies a model of expression, or translation,
         of meaning disclosure in words, again foregrounding the rejection of a model of language
         as a sign-system. Intelligibility, Heidegger claims, “expresses itself” as discourse; the totality of significations is “put into words [kommt zu Wort]”; and even “to significations, words accrue” (BT 204). However, he suggests, it is not the case that “word-things are supplied with
         significations.” The expressive character of language is emphasized further in the
         analysis of keeping silent as a mode of discourse, as well as in the discussion of
         intonation, modulation and tempo in discourse (BT 204–5).
      

      
      Now we are in a position to see in general outline what Heidegger’s response is to
         the crisis of language. With the perspective opened up by the thesis of the ontological
         difference, Heidegger believes he can circumscribe the alienation of discursive language
         from meaning disclosure as a partial, “theoretical” (or theoretized) conception of language which, although perhaps useful in certain practices (particular
         scientific practices), distorts the fundamental mode in which we interact linguistically
         with the world. The crisis of language, then, is traced to the general predominance
         of an understanding of language in terms of a subject set over against a world of
         things and seeking to represent them in statements. Now the all-important question
         here is whether Heidegger succeeds in opening up that alternative perspective without,
         malgré lui, bringing in through the back door all those problematic assumptions of the theoretical
         standpoint that estrange language from meaning disclosure. That, at any rate, is what
         Adorno will suggest in his criticisms. Before turning to this, it is worth looking
         at how the modernist issue of philosophical composition is addressed in exemplary
         fashion in Heidegger’s writing.
      

      
      In his excellent introduction to Heidegger, Richard Polt notes that while Heidegger
         rejects the vision of philosophy as a theoretical science that strives for maximum
         clarity and the elimination of ambiguity, at the same time he does not revert to a
         faith in the “common sense” of ordinary language, which is seen often misguided and
         shallow.[20]   What Heidegger proposes instead, Polt suggests, is “to find seeds of illumination
         in ordinary language, and then use them creatively in an attempt to show what cannot
         be said directly.” This captures very nicely what Heidegger is attempting to achieve
         with the terminological innovations that are a ubiquitous element in his philosophical
         writing. Heidegger’s fashioning of a new philosophical terminology is not simply a
         matter of “illustrating” an argument, a cosmetic aid to comprehension. Nor is it (contra Carnap and others) to be dismissed merely as an attempt to conjure an illusion of
         philosophic depth to disguise the absence of clear argument. Heidegger is searching
         for a form of writing that will arrest the movement towards the theoretical operation
         of language as disengaged representation. Heidegger’s terminological innovations,
         then, are to be understood from the perspective of philosophy as a form of composition.
         They make something happen in the text that is not reducible to explicit theses; they ‘show” it rather than assert
         it.
      

      
      This becomes evident in Heidegger’s insistent claims that the “ontical” sense of certain
         expressions is not to be confused with their ontological significance. A good example
         of this is Heidegger’s discussion of concern (Besorgen) as the fundamental character of Dasein’s relation to the world (BT 83–4). Heidegger notes the “prescientific” or everyday sense of Bersorgen to mean something like to “to carry something out,” “to get it done” or to “provide
         oneself with something.” He then decrees that he will use the term in its “ontological
         sense,” to designate “the Being of a possible way of Being-in-the-world.” Why, then,
         does Heidegger use the term Besorgen? If he really wanted to avoid confusion between the ontic and ontological senses,
         why doesn’t Heidegger simply give a different name to the ontological term? And why,
         furthermore, is the being of Dasein called “care” (Sorge), if this has “nothing to do with ‘tribulation,’ ‘melancholy,’ or the ‘cares of life’”?
         
      

      
      It is not exactly true, of course, that the ontological meaning has “nothing to do”
         with the ontical significations that accrue to these words. What is going on here
         becomes intelligible if we view Heidegger’s language as a classic modernist balancing
         act. Heidegger wants to allow the moment of meaning disclosure to come to expression
         in language, without allowing that moment to be corrupted by the natural drift of
         language towards disengaged representation. This is why Heidegger has to point at
         the ontological meaning without “saying” it; it is present in the ontical meaning, yet (as Heidegger insistently stresses) it is not identical with
         it. This strategy of using the everyday sense of a term to point to a veiled meaning
         beyond it pervades the entirety of Being and Time. Stimmung or “mood,” for example, is “not related to the psychical in the first instance” and
         is “not itself an inner condition” (BT 176). Sicht or seeing, of course, “does not mean just perceiving with the bodily eyes” (BT 187). And the death of Dasein is not the same thing as “perishing” (BT 284). Heidegger is aware that the danger of a collapse of significance into the purely
         ontical is ever-present. One has to be constantly alert to the danger that “substructures
         of entities with another kind of being,” namely, those entities accessible from the
         theoretical point of view, will “thrust themselves to the fore unnoticed, and threaten
         to bring confusion” (BT 285) by collapsing the distinction between the purely ontical sense of the word and
         its deeper, disclosive force. Heidegger’s strategy depends on holding apart these
         two senses, using the everyday connotations that are accessible in language to direct
         the reader towards the deeper, experiential significance of the term as a source of
         meaning disclosure. The fragments of that experiential significance, from the modernist
         perspective, can be gathered up from our everyday language, but those fragments are
         useful only when they are used, assembled in such a way that they indicate the moment
         of meaning disclosure that is the very source of those shards of sense (i.e ontical
         meanings) one can pick up by foraging through our alienated language.
      

      
      It should now be clear why Adorno refers to Heidegger as a philosopher who strives
         to “express the inexpressible,” hence a philosopher whose work responds to the crisis
         of language. Why, then, is Adorno harshly critical of Heidegger’s philosophy? Essentially,
         as Adorno sees it, the Heideggerian solution to the crisis of language relies on a
         kind of conjuring trick. Heidegger, Adorno believes, simply declares that “being” is not the same as “the totality of beings,” that is, he tries to spirit
         the extra, disclosive force into the word itself, by decree, as it were, instead of working through, critically, the
         alienated or “ontical” sense of the word to reach that moment of disclosure. As a
         result, he fails to maintain the distance between language and the moment of disclosure,
         and hence writes as though those deeper meanings were available directly, immediately. This will take some unpacking.
         
      

      
      At one point in Negative Dialectic, Adorno claims that Heidegger’s outbreak from the “immanence of consciousness,” that
         is, his efforts to leave behind the subject-object model of knowing, is an “outbreak
         into a mirror” (ND 91). Heidegger, in other words, gives the illusion of having surmounted the representational
         model, but in the end he merely entrenches it more firmly. Finally, and damningly,
         Adorno claims that Heidegger’s philosophy finally collapses into another “world-view
         of irrationalism” (ND 92). The reason for this, Adorno believes, is that Heidegger attempts to “usurp a
         standpoint on the other side of the difference of subject and object.” Because this
         difference lies in every thought, even in “thinking itself,” such a “leap” beyond
         subject and object will necessarily fail if carried out “with the means of reason.”
         Heidegger, as Adorno tells it, falls into the irrationalist trap by proceeding as
         though one can take a standpoint that is beyond the diremption of language. Heidegger assumes that
         such a language is available; one only has to make sure that the appropriate (ontological) meanings resound
         in the words one uses. The harshness of this criticism may seem be contrary to my
         earlier assertion that Adorno reads Heidegger as a modernist fellow traveler seeking
         to “say the unsayable.” In fact, however, Adorno’s criticism is motivated by what
         he sees as the high stakes involved with this balancing act. A tilt towards irrationalism,
         if executed to its ultimate conclusion, leads to an abdication of the critical function
         of thinking, and serves only too willingly as an ideological cover for destructive
         forms of the call for spiritual renewal. Everything depends, Adorno believes, on criticizing
         reason, on driving it to the edge of its ability to make sense of experience, without
         leaping over the edge of the precipice. Everything depends on understanding that philosophy
         must follow the Kantian path of a “critique of reason by means of reason, not its
         banishment or abolition.” This is why, in this same passage, Adorno distinguishes
         “irrationality” from irrationalism. In contrast to the latter, irrationality is the
         fusion of subject and object as seen from the perspective of rational thinking and its insuperable diremption of subject and object. Irrationality,
         in other words, is the experiential moment of meaning disclosure as it appears within rational thinking, as something that cannot be assimilated by that thinking. In Negative Dialectic, Adorno speaks of this moment as the awareness of “contradiction” (ND 17). When he claims that “contradiction is nonidentity under the aspect of identity,”
         he is claiming that the dependence of thought on an experiential contact with the
         world, the aesthetic origin of cognition, appears within our language as a blind spot, as something that pulls our thinking up short, that
         cannot be assimilated into the discursive movement. For Adorno, then, the success
         of the modernist balancing act requires a strict adherence to the notion that the
         meanings that ground our language can only be revealed negatively, they appear within
         our thought as what cannot be assimilated by the conceptual schemes we use to make
         sense of the world.
      

      
      The conjuring trick in Heidegger’s philosophy, Adorno believes, draws upon this potential
         of concepts to reveal more than they say, to point to a meaning that cannot be grasped
         as a conceptual content. In his 1960/1 lectures on ontology and dialectic at Frankfurt
         University, Adorno goes into some detail on how this trick is supposed to work, especially
         in relation to the all-important term “being,” Sein (NS IV:7, 66–79). Like all concepts, Adorno claims, Sein expresses more than it can say when used as a concept. It is marked by that blind spot in which that moment appears within it
         that is not identical with its conceptual meaning. Now the trick works (Adorno refers
         to it as an Erschleichung—involving some form of trickery or fraud) in proceeding as though this moment that
         is other than the concept could be said directly in the word Sein, rather than revealed negatively in that concept as what exceeds it. What Adorno wants to say, then, is that, even when
         it reveals the nonconceptual, the word Sein remains a concept, hence distanced from that nonconceptual moment, only able say
         it indirectly by working through its own immanent conceptual meaning. To make the
         trick work, Adorno argues, Heidegger has to mystify the process of a constant oscillation,
         a “hovering” (Schweben) between the two poles of the concept, using the abstraction from particulars and
         the conceptual sense of universality to raise Sein above entities, and using the reference within the concept to the nonconceptual to
         generate that sense of concretion that supposedly makes Sein more than a concept. The consequence (and here Adorno’s reading of Heidegger as a
         failed modernist thinker is apparent) is that for Heidegger language is supposed to
         be “immediately one” with “what language expresses”; the two dimensions of language
         are collapsed. Heidegger, Adorno charges, simply grants to language in its current
         form an “ontological dignity,” treating language as though it were “the appearance
         of what is meant in language, and as though it coincided immediately with it” (NS IV:7, 74).
      

      
      Adorno’s insistence on maintaining this distance between language and what is expressed
         in it is intended to preserve the potential of the expressive element to work as a
         critique of concepts. It is the disjunction between the signifying and the expressive
         or mimetic element of language that allows concepts to alter and transform their sense
         in order to encompass what is incommensurable with what they currently say. When disclosive
         experiences are allowed to speak whilst retaining the sense of those experiences as
         not assimilable, as other than what is sayable in concepts, a dialectical movement
         can take place that leads to the transformation of concepts. This is what Adorno has
         in mind when he claims that the utopia of cognition would be to “unseal the nonconceptual
         with concepts, without making it equal to them” (ND 21). This is the key to the balancing act that enables our conceptual language to
         mitigate its estrangement from the sources of meaning. The philosopher must constantly
         bear in mind that the point is to use concepts to unseal the experiential moment that
         is not expressible as a concept, keeping both moments in a state of tension. What
         Adorno is suggesting, then, is that it is necessary to reflect on, to bring to awareness,
         that hovering, Schweben, that inhabits concepts, reading it as the “expression of the inexpressible within
         philosophy” (ND 115). Contra Heidegger, this hovering “cannot be directly put into words”; it is the “presupposition
         for the understanding of philosophical texts rather than their concise property.”
         Adorno is here emphasizing that the moment of expression must be made accessible in
         how concepts are put to use in a text, it is not something that one can attach to
         a word as its content; contact with the nonconceptual is thus possible only within
         the concept, and it occurs in the moment when the concept is stretched to the edge
         of its capacity to make sense. Our concepts cannot be made to resonate with the nonconceptual,
         as though they encompassed it in the interior of their meaning. However, the process
         of self-correction that the concept undergoes in its dialectical movement can point
         to the nonconceptual that exceeds concepts. The figure drawn by the movement of the
         concept outlines the nonconceptual as what is outside it.
      

      
      The nature of the mystification that, Adorno believes, drives Heidegger’s language
         can be seen in Adorno’s charge that Heidegger is attempting to restore the “power
         of the name” with a “ritual of naming.” It is as though simply stating that being, care, or death has an ontological sense that is not the same as its everyday
         conceptual significance makes it so; as though such a sense were unproblematically
         available, and as though the gravitational force of the concept would not corrupt
         any attempt to say what that deeper, nonconceptual meaning might be. Adorno’s reflections on this issue
         reach a crescendo in the section “Expression of the Inexpressible” in the first part
         of Negative Dialectic. The following passage in particular deserves careful attention:
      

      
          [In Heidegger] the hovering aspect [das Schwebende] of thinking is raised up to the inexpressible itself, that it wants to express.
            The non-objectified is sketched as the object of its own essence, and precisely thereby
            damaged. Under the burden of tradition, which Heidegger wants to throw off, the inexpressible
            becomes expressible and compact in the word being [Sein]. . . . The immediate expression of the inexpressible is nugatory; where its expression
            had weight, as in great music, its seal was that which slips away [das Entgleitende] and the transient, and it attached itself to the course, not to the “that’s it!”
            that points it out (ND 116). 
         

      

      For Adorno, then, everything depends on allowing the inexpressible to find its way
         to language without turning it into a conceptual content, that is, something that
         might be integrated into the system of discursive relations that is constitutive of
         our conceptual activity. The key to this is allowing the inexpressible to appear in
         the movement. What Adorno has in mind is an arrangement of concepts in which the distance
         between a concept and what it wants to express is maintained by placing other concepts
         around it that chip away at the assumed identity of assertion and meaning within it.
         The result is that the inexpressible is nowhere asserted (or where it is asserted,
         it is simultaneously denied), but it pervades the movement itself without one ever
         being able to grasp it, without, as Adorno sometimes puts it, ever becoming dingfest, nailed down as a thing. Contra Hegel, the dialectical movement never becomes equated with the inherent logic of being,
         because what the concept wants to express is never identical with what it says. Adorno’s
         claim that the success of expression is marked by its Entgleiten, its slipping out of one’s grasp as soon as it appears, suggests that the expressive
         moment is successfully brought to language only when, at the same time, it draws attention
         to the inability of language to assimilate it, or to take possession of it. 
      

      
      4. The Vertical Dimension of Concepts

      
      Adorno’s understanding of the vertical dimension of concepts is vital for grasping
         how his notion of the ever-deepening movement of the concept is different from the
         swaying back and forth between the poles of the concept in Heidegger’s philosophical
         language. The clearest expression of the vertical dimension of concepts occurs at
         the beginning of the second part of Adorno’s Negative Dialektik:
      

      
         No being without beings. As the substrate of the concept, even the concept of being,
            that is necessary to thought, Something [das Etwas] is the most extreme abstraction of the thingly element [des Sachhaltigen] that is not identical with thinking, an abstraction that cannot be removed by any
            further process of thinking. . . . The proton pseudos of idealism since Fichte was that one becomes rid of what is abstracted from in the
            movement of abstraction. It is cut out of thinking, banned from its domain, not annihilated
            in itself; the belief that it is, is magical. Thinking would contradict its own concept
            without something thought, and what is thought points in advance to being, which is
            supposed to be first posited by thinking (ND 139). 
         

      

      Adorno is here describing the eradication of the relation to what is outside the concept
         as an essential aspect of philosophical idealism. The thingly element is treated as
         though it disappears, as if it simply no longer exists, once it has received its assignment
         within the life of concepts. The conceptual content of something, das Etwas, engenders a forgetting that something refers to some thing, an exteriority that is not itself part of the movement of concepts. Although Adorno’s
         comments here are concerned with idealism, they are to be understood as pointing to
         a perpetual danger for philosophical thinking per se. In the important section, “Self-Reflection of Thinking,” in part two of Negative Dialektik, Adorno likens this forgetting, the “magic” or mystification by which what is outside
         conceptual meaning gets extinguished as soon as its sense has been extracted, to a
         regression of thinking:
      

      
         The power of consciousness reaches all the way to its own deception. It is rationally
            knowable, where a detached rationality which has run away with itself becomes false,
            truly turns into a mythology. The ratio recoils into irrationality as soon as, in its necessary course, it mistakes the fact
            that the disappearance of its substrate, be it ever so diluted, is its own product,
            the work of its own abstraction. If thinking follows its own law of motion unconsciously,
            it turns itself against its own meaning (Sinn), what is thought by thinking, which calls a halt to the flight of subjective intentions.
            The dictate of its autarky damns thinking to emptiness; it becomes in the end, subjectively,
            stupidity and primitivity (ND 152). 
         

      

      This is why, for Adorno, Heidegger’s outbreak is an outbreak into the mirror. Its
         promise of content turns out to be empty; like a holograph, a Heideggerian term appears
         to possess depth, but that promise is revealed on closer inspection to be illusory.
         To really give content to its concepts, philosophy would have to work through them,
         resuscitating them by allowing the thinker to unravel from within the threads that
         tie them to historical experience. Instead, Adorno charges, Heidegger simply takes
         up a position this side of the difference between subject and object. But it is in fact the disjunction between
         subject and object, Adorno argues, which manifests “the insufficiency of the ratio in relation to what is thought about” (NS IV:7, 287). That difference, in other words, is the motor that sets thinking in motion,
         prompting it to stretch its meaning in its textual arrangement. By assuming a position
         beyond that division, by fiat, Heidegger is working to suppress the critical potential of the concept.
      

      
      Heidegger’s philosophical followers would object here that Heidegger is trying to
         get beyond the stance of disengaged contemplation that obfuscates our pre-theoretical
         experience of the world. As Lee Braver has argued, “Heidegger criticizes previous
         philosophers for taking theoretical knowledge as our defining essence and our basic
         relationship to the world.” This attitude, he says, “produces an agglutination of
         inert objects that cannot account for our normal experience.”[21]   This is the nub of the disagreement between Adorno and Heidegger about how to respond
         to the damaging consequences of a disengaged or detached form of rationality. For
         Adorno, we cannot jump out of the rational constitution of experience in order to
         find a more substantive engagement with the world there already before us. Once we
         try to put that experience into language, the indifference and abstraction of the
         discursive concept will, once again, void that experience of its promise of access
         to the pre-theoretical. But this means that the mistake must originate otherwise than
         how Braver describes it. It is not the theoretical attitude of the thinker that first
         introduces the distortion of detachment into language. That distortion, as I have
         argued, is already in play in the social constitution of the world of administered
         experience, in its layout of experience as isolated and iterable instances bearing
         a generalizable value. Hence one cannot leave it behind by returning to what is experienced
         pre-theoretically. The task must be instead to work through the disengaged concept,
         opening it out toward the experiential substance that goes missing within it whenever
         it is put to use as a concept. But by employing broken, dirempted concepts as though
         they were already sacred, Heidegger simply ends up sacralizing the social content
         in concepts like anxiety and authenticity, instead of actually confronting that content
         with the striving for truth of the concept. 
      

      
       As Adorno sees it, the task is to construct a form of philosophical writing that
         will correct the inevitable tendency of the concept to internalize the nonconceptual
         as a meaning within the inferential relations of concepts. Concepts must be given
         a kind of material density that compensates for the movement towards internalization,
         through the arrangement in which they are placed in a philosophical text. In the ordinary,
         that is, non-dialectical, employment of philosophical concepts, the text is unable
         to resist the natural, “unconscious” movement whereby what something is, is collapsed
         into its conceptual identification. It is not a question, for Adorno, of arresting
         this movement tout court, as though one could use concepts that did not identify something with its conceptual
         meaning. Everything depends on how philosophical writing is able to put concepts into
         an arrangement that is able to redirect this movement towards the horizontal back
         out towards the vertical dimension that goes missing in concepts. Once thinking becomes
         aware of what happens when it uses concepts, that is, once one begins to use concepts
         in conscious awareness of the mystification that accrues to any conceptual identification,
         it is possible to construct an arrangement that undermines that mystification at the
         moment of its very happening. It is crucial to Adorno’s argument that this is not
         to be thought of as an external critique of concepts, as though there is conceptual
         cognition and then something else in addition to it. Rather, what this employment
         of concepts exploits is the normative claim that is in play whenever concepts are
         used. This is the idea that “nonidentity is the telos of identification,” and consequently, that “[t]he power which explodes the semblance
         of identity is that of thinking itself: the use of its ‘it is’ shatters [erschüttert] its nonetheless indispensable form” (ND 152). We are to think of the arrangement, then, not as replacing concepts with some
         other form of knowing, but as opening up concepts to the possibility of ways of identifying
         that the concept, as concept, is already normatively committed to. There is an archaic desire within the concept,
         what Adorno here calls a Sehnsucht, a yearning, for more than conceptual determination. In giving things determinations, the concept at the
         same time wants to be marked (geprägt) by things. We could put this by saying that the desire animating the concept is
         that of giving voice to the material side of things; it wants (to use the metaphor
         of verticality again) to raise the material element into language. And yet, at the
         same time, this desire will be frustrated as soon as it takes itself to be realized, that is, as soon as it fixes a particular identification as the realized identity
         of the thing it wants to say. 
      

      
      What animates the vertical dimension of the concept is of course the sensuous-mimetic
         impulse that wants to become like, or to merge with its object. To really allow the
         concept to take on the experiential substance it is after, the sensuous-mimetic impulse
         must be given a certain license to linger with the object. At the same time, the signifying
         function of the concept must strive to raise what is disclosed into communicable meaning.
         Adorno is referring to the vertical dimension of identification when he notes the
         way we talk of identification outside of logic, in terms of an identification with people and things (ND 153). What is crucial to understanding this idea is that it is not supposed to be
         something that can be grasped as a content, on the horizontal level of the relations
         among concepts. Adorno is here appealing to the sense we sometimes have of an affinity
         with a person (or thing) that manifests itself in the things we do and say, but is
         ultimately never reducible to the way it is manifested in words and behavior. It guides what we do, suggesting possible courses of action in certain circumstances and proscribing
         others, but we can never know in advance what it might demand of us in a particular
         situation. And, of course, we can never know for sure whether we have really done
         justice to the bond that is expressed in the identification. Similarly, Adorno wants
         to say, we are to think of a vertical identification with things as guiding what we assert about a thing on the level of conceptual relations.
         At the horizontal level, the guiding identification will be manifest in the way thinking
         pushes beyond any particular identification. The arrangement, then, takes shape as
         a ceaseless effort to open up a vertical depth from within the lateral movement of
         conceptual meaning. When this succeeds, the result is what Adorno refers to as the
         “shock of the open, negativity, which necessarily appears as such within the covered
         realm of the ever the same” (ND 43). 
      

      
      Philosophy, for Adorno, takes the form of a textual interpretation that coaxes the
         text to reveal those moments in it where conceptual meaning pulls away from materiality.
         Those moments where a concept establishes its identity on the horizontal plane of
         concepts, where it constitutes itself as a concept through rendering absent the material
         element, will leave marks, or traces in the text. When they appear in a work of philosophy,
         those marks or traces will take the form of contradictions. Contradiction, Adorno
         claims, is how what is qualitatively different appears within the order of concepts
         (ND 17). It is crucial, however, that the presence of contradiction not be understood
         as though it were the result of a “mistake,” or an error in the text. What is implied
         in this idea of contradiction is the claim that the truth content of a philosophical
         work depends on how it makes visible the moment of withdrawal that accompanies the
         opening up of a space in which philosophical truth as the structure of concepts becomes
         possible. Adorno understands this withdrawal not as the historical act of being, but as a perpetually renewed happening of withdrawal that
         takes place right across the surface of linguistic meaning. It is an absence at the
         heart of each word, the absence that makes it possible for the word to circulate freely
         with other words, free of the weight of material substance. Contradiction, then, is
         how this absencing, the movement of withdrawal, through which the concept becomes a concept, finds expression
         within a philosophical text. It is the mark of the struggle of the word to extricate itself from the material element. Now, the implicit idea that the philosophical profundity of a work of philosophy
         depends precisely on whether it has allowed the textual arrangement to be marked by
         contradictions, ought to be perfectly comprehensible in its seeming counter-intuitiveness.
         Contradictions are the sign of the profundity of a philosophical thinker because they
         mark those moments where the text has been able to touch the material element as it is extinguished from concepts. A contradiction is then the result of a desperate
         struggle, ultimately doomed to fail, to raise the material element into the concept,
         to make language say what it cannot say. The contradiction is a kind of scar left
         in the concept by that struggle. Any key concept in a profound philosophical work
         will exhibit this moment where, in order to constitute itself as a concept, it has
         had to enact a forced closure of its meaning in order to establish the possibility
         of its seamless circulation with other concepts. The “contradiction,” then, results
         from the movement in which the concept has had to enforce a constriction of its meaning,
         giving rise to a conflict between what it asserts within the closed (i.e. horizontal)
         realm of its conceptual content, and the meaning, incorporating material presence,
         that it wants, or yearns to say, but which it cannot say without forfeiting the closure
         that makes it a concept. 
      

      
      Dialectic, Adorno says, is the “persistent consciousness of nonidentity” (ND 17). Thought is driven to dialectic by its “inevitable insufficiency, its guilt over
         what it thinks.” That guilt is thought’s awareness of the silencing of the material
         element as intrinsic to its own status as thought. By focusing on contradictions,
         however, dialectic, which, Adorno tells us, literally means “language as the organon of thought” (ND 66), brings into the open a caesura, or rupture, in the text, the sudden appearance
         of the vertical dimension gives rise to a sudden sense of groundlessness, a dizzying
         sensation, das Schwindelerregende, in which thought becomes aware of its own origin as the sealing itself off from
         material presence. Thought is here opened up to its dependence on a ground which is,
         in Heidegger’s parlance, an Abgrund, the abyss that is the absence of ground. But this is not the withdrawal of being
         in its meta-historical dissemblance of itself; it is the very ordinary movement, so
         common as to be unnoticeable (outside of philosophy and art), wherein the subject
         constitutes itself as the subject of discursive thinking in the sacrifice of the material
         element. Dialectical critique, according to Adorno, exploits those moments in a text
         where its linguistic arrangement expresses more than is said by the content of its
         concepts. Rhetoric, far from being a mere window dressing of philosophy, is then crucial
         for the rescue of its truth content. This does not mean that the footnotes and incidental
         remarks in a philosophical text are somehow by themselves more significant and revelatory
         than what goes on elsewhere (although of course this cannot be ruled out by fiat either). It means that the meaning expressed in a philosophy’s linguistic presentation
         will always exceed its conceptual content, and this excess is the trace of the sensuous-mimetic
         impulse and its desire for content, in the text. Rhetoric, Adorno writes, “represents
         in philosophy what cannot be thought other than in language” (ND 65). It asserts itself in the postulates of presentation, he adds, “through which
         philosophy differentiates itself from the communication of already known and fixed
         contents.” The moments where the sensuous-mimetic element has marked language become
         visible in following the language in a philosophical text to the point where the words
         congeal, taking on a material density that points beyond conceptual meaning. This
         is why, for Adorno, when philosophy sets itself the task of reducing language to a
         symbolism for discursive thinking, it inevitably ends up sacrificing “that whereby
         it relates itself to its subject matter [Sache] other than in a merely discursive way; only as language is the similar capable of
         knowing the similar” (ND 65). This last phrase is an invocation of the possibility of a mimetic knowing. In
         Aesthetic Theory, Adorno refers to mimesis as the “nonconceptual affinity of what is subjectively
         produced with its unposited other” (AT 86–7, 54). The excess of language over conceptual signification is then the trace
         of where language has let itself be marked by the material element, where the latter
         has pressed itself into language as language withdraws into discursive saying. 
      

      
      The sensuous-mimetic traces in a philosophical text are, for Adorno, the shards of
         a potential for meaning that has become unavailable with the dominance of discursive
         rationality. Nonetheless, an archaic yearning for a thinking that would be more than
         conceptual determination persists at the center of conceptual thought itself. Hence,
         it is the power of thinking itself, its use of the simple copula, “it is,” which ‘shatters
         [erschüttert] its nonetheless indispensable form” (ND 152). And it is this yearning that enables language to give voice to the fragments
         of the nonidentical that enter it as mimetic traces. The verb Adorno uses here, erschüttern, echoes the employment of the word Erschütterung in Aesthetic Theory, where it refers to the sublime experience in which the subject is convulsed by the
         artwork (AT 401, 269). The experience represents, for Adorno, the dissolution of petrified subjectivity,
         and thus the openness to a potential for meaning that is not under the authority of
         discursive thinking and its ground in the absence of materiality. What is held open
         in Adorno’s account is the possibility (but not the actuality) of a reconciliation
         between the discursive subject and nonconceptual materiality outside of the world
         of discursive significance. The fleeting nature of the truth content of philosophy,
         as Adorno had argued against Heidegger, its inseparability from Entgleiten, is integral to its significance as a moment that holds open the possibility of reconciliation
         without reducing it to the terms of discursive reason. The shattering force of sublime
         experience, for Adorno, draws its impulse in philosophy from the striving of the concept
         to be more than a concept, and hence from the disquiet at the heart of discursive reason itself.
         
      

      
      When Adorno describes negative dialectic as the “persistent consciousness of non-identity”
         (ND 17), he means that it is the unceasing effort to open up within each concept the vertical
         relation to what cannot be enclosed within the concept as a fixed signification. It
         is a critical consciousness that is brought to bear in and through the presentation
         of each concept, and which consists in reminding the concept of its own archaic desire
         to give voice to the nonconceptual, relentlessly refusing to allow the concept to
         come to rest in the identity of an assertable content. The Hegelian striving becomes,
         in Adorno’s hands, the verzweifelte Anstrengung, the “despairing exertion” that opens a breach in every concept, where its erotic
         impulse can push the concept forward through its dissatisfaction with what is known.
         Philosophy, naturally, is always tempted to fill these fissures, what Adorno calls
         “Höhlen,” hollows or cavities (ND 153). Its urge for order, clarity, and system—the very things that make its concepts
         useful—will always try to coerce philosophy into becoming something other than philo­-sophia. What is crucial for Adorno is that this, the systematic side of philosophy, is not
         to be discarded, as though one could do philosophy whilst doing away with the conceptual
         nature of philosophy’s presentation. The task is rather to allow the utopian desire
         which is already at work in the striving for order, clarity and system, to assert itself against what the concept is able to say. This would comprise what
         Adorno calls a qualitative transformation of identity (ND 152), where that conceptual striving is brought to a recognition of its yearning for
         the nonconceptual. It opens out the urge to know into an excessive (because inevitably
         unsatisfiable) desire to become like the material element on the other side of language.
      

      
      5. Adorno’s Modernist Writing as Critical Theory
      

      
      On Adorno’s view, successful modernist composition demands this type of arrangement
         in which deeper meanings are allowed to appear yet simultaneously kept at a distance
         from what is asserted by the language in which they appear. I suggested that there is an agreement between Adorno and Heidegger
         concerning the two dimensions of language, as both disclosive of meaning and the communication
         of contents. Adorno would certainly agree with Heidegger’s claim in the artwork essay
         that language is “not only and not primarily an audible and written expression of
         what is to be communicated”(OWA 198). Heidegger suggests that, instead of this primacy of communication, language
         is the medium that “brings beings as beings into the open for the first time”; it
         “brings the unsayable as such into the world.” But Adorno believes that the unsayable
         must be brought to language in such a way that language at the same time lights up
         its own speechlessness before the unsayable. In other words, the task must be to bring
         the unsayable to language in such a way that shows it as what is unsayable. This requires a type of articulacy that is neither a refusal to
         speak, that is, silence, nor is it the statement that subsumes something under a concept.
         Adorno perceived that the modernist problem required an understanding of philosophical
         writing as a process in which language reveals what is currently unsayable. 
      

      
      Here we have the indispensable condition for understanding Adorno’s claim that contradiction
         is the “index of the untruth of identity” (ND 17). The conceptual totality, Adorno claims, builds itself up on the basis of logic,
         “whose core is the principle of the excluded middle.” Hence everything qualitatively
         different “assumes the signature of contradiction.” By putting his point this way,
         Adorno possibly gives the misleading impression that his intention here is to suggest
         that logic is somehow untrue, that it hides the deeper essence of things. In the first
         instance, however, the point is really about what is implied in saying something.
         When we state something by making a judgment, we either assert something or we deny
         it. The law of the excluded middle simply says that there is nothing in between. We
         cannot say something and deny it at the same time; we cannot say both that it is true and that it is false.
         This, in a nutshell, is the structure of what Adorno calls “identity thinking.” Now
         at this point, even sympathetic readers of Adorno tend to conclude that Adorno has
         made some kind of mistake here. A recent example is Robert Pippin, who repeats the
         oft-raised accusation that Adorno has here confused the “is of predication” with the
         “is of identity.”[22]   Although to determine an object is to identify it, he notes, “this need not mean
         that the object [is] identified with its conceptually determining markers, whatever
         that could mean.” In asserting that the rose is red, one is not identifying the rose
         with the property of redness. That, of course, is not what Adorno’s comments about
         identity thinking are meant to tell us. Adorno’s point only makes sense, I suggest,
         if we understand it as a modernist response to the crisis of language. Adorno’s solution
         to this, I suggested, is a type of philosophical composition that brings something
         to expression as what our current language is incapable of saying. In other words, the modernist balancing
         act requires that one both assert something (form a predicative judgment about something)
         and deny it (reveal the estrangement of that judgment from the experience it is supposed
         to express). The success of Adorno’s strategy depends upon whether the text as a whole
         can embody this constant self-correction, allowing it to say more than what is asserted
         in any of its particular statements. I want to use Pippin’s criticism as a way of
         articulating this point in a bit more depth.
      

      
      There is something insightful in Pippin’s claim that what negative dialectic amounts
         to in practice is “applying concepts in such a way that an asterisk is always somehow
         present or implied,” so that the employment of a concept such as “factory,” “welfare,”
         or “husband” would carry a warning stating “Caution: Concepts just used not adequate to the sensuous particulars that fall under
            them.” The only way out of such “platitudes,” Pippin suggests, is a large scale “re-enchantment
         project” that he claims not to find particularly convincing (at least as an account
         of what Adorno is up to). The asterisk does in one sense sum up nicely the simultaneous
         assertion and denial that is key to Adorno’s mode of composition. But it only does
         so at the cost of seriously misrepresenting what that strategy is supposed to achieve.
         What negative dialectic should leave us with is not merely the knowledge that our
         concepts are not adequate, that they assert some things and not others. What is at
         stake in negative dialectic is the concerted attempt to break out of the dominant
         scheme of regimented experience. When Adorno refers to dialectic as driven by the
         “guilt” of thought in relation to what it thinks (ND 17), he is emphasizing the point that the revelation of the distance between saying
         and expression reflects back on the failure of our language (and ultimately, of course,
         on the failure of our form of life). This, I would argue, is the ethical point of negative dialectic. It urges us to recognize this failure as an indictment
         of our form of life, as calling that life back to its responsibility to give voice
         to the world it inhabits. What makes negative dialectic different from Pippin’s asterisk,
         then, is that the experience of the inadequacy of our concepts generates an ethical
         demand for us, those persons who are ultimately responsible for these concepts and
         the form of life they sustain. The inadequacy of the concept thus becomes our guilt,
         our failure to give voice to the world, to let its suffering speak. Like Wittgenstein,
         Adorno eschews the idea that what makes a thought ethical is its subject matter, what
         it is “about.”[23]   Thinking ethically is rather a question of how rigorously one brings to bear the
         impulse in language to “say the unsayable.” It succeeds to the extent that we experience
         the inevitable failure of that impulse as a demand upon ourselves to change, to live
         up to what language promises but withholds from us.
      

      
      The failure of language, then, opens our eyes to the rift between the meanings accessible
         in our language and the potential for meaning opened up by the underlying experiential
         contact with the world. And it is this experience of failure, the disjuncture between
         what we say and what we want to express, that reveals our concepts as in need of transformation.
         Negative dialectic, I would argue, is quite simply the most rigorous account of what
         critical thinking means. Interestingly, it is Pippin himself who has elsewhere given
         a particularly illuminating account of the depth of the problem confronting any endeavor
         calling itself “critical theory.” Given the historicist self-understanding of modernity,
         he suggests, it is impossible to appeal to human nature, an independent moral criterion,
         or historical teleology in order to theorize the “gap” or “absence” in this form of
         life. He continues:
      

      
         This meant that the problem of critical theory turned out to be connected to a very
            old problem, indeed the oldest, long ago called the problem of nonbeing (how to say
            what is not without saying nothing); in this case it is the problem of theorizing what was historically missing, absent, simply not, in this historical moment, and
            understand the nature of its claim on our attention.[24]   
         

      

      How, as Pippin puts it a little further on, can one give “an account of what isn’t
         in the what is?” If we can talk about it, then we already “have” it, and it makes
         no sense to say that it is missing in the here and now. But if we cannot talk about
         it, then we cannot give any account of what it is we are missing. We end up with that
         empty gesticulating, which is where Habermas famously sees Adorno’s philosophy as
         ending up.[25]   When understood rightly, however, Adorno’s negative dialectic outlines the most
         consistent and thoroughgoing solution to this problem. It opens up language (“being”)
         to what is outside language, whilst remaining rigorously within language, without
         suggesting that it is possible to say what would be beyond language (nonbeing). That moment beyond language is accessible
         solely in the rift that is opened up between what language says and what it strives
         to put into words. As such, it is simply thinking’s awareness of its own inadequacy,
         and thus it is the very condition of critical thought as such.
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      Chapter 3

      Philosophy in the Open

      
         
         
      

      
      1. Introduction

      
      In Aesthetic Theory, Adorno develops an understanding of the artwork as a staging of this material emergence
         of meaning. Adorno shows how an arrangement of sensuous properties can express a claim
         to be encountered as meaningful without that claim being discursively redeemable.
         This, as I will argue, is at the core of what Adorno calls the Rätselcharakter, the “enigmatic character” of artworks. At the same time, however, it is impossible
         to understand this idea without seeing how it follows from a claim about the expulsion
         of material sense from our ordinary, habitual ways of knowing. The artwork is, for
         Adorno, is a form of resistance to the elimination of the material element in discursive
         cognition. And, significantly, this fact has substantive implications for both the
         manner of composition and the very intelligibility of the artwork. Ultimately, as
         I will argue, it means that the rescue of the material element must take place through
         a severe refusal of discursivity: the price the artwork pays for its rescue of material
         meaning is its social isolation. This does not mean simply art’s independence from
         social and political purposes and interests. It means, rather, that the interior language
         of the artwork, its material logic, must constitute itself through its resistance
         to socially sanctioned and available frames of meaning. The potential of the artwork
         to serve as a rescue is at the same time the ground of its inescapable opacity and
         impenetrability. Works that genuinely succeed, so Adorno will claim, are ones that
         refuse the expectation of the spectator that their sense be immediately accessible,
         something that can be readily extracted from them. Artworks refuse the demand of the
         subject that their material constitution should disappear in the course of the contemplative
         assimilation that detaches their sense. By making themselves resistant to the discursive
         extraction of their sense, artworks stage a critique of social practices of knowing
         in and through the movement that makes them socially and politically intractable.
         What is social in art, as Adorno puts this point, is “its immanent movement against
         society, not its manifest opinions [Stellungnahme]” (AT, 336, 227). This, for Adorno, is the fateful autonomy of the artwork under the conditions
         of late modernity, which the work is able to reflect on, but not able by itself to
         evade. 
      

      
      The general point I am making about a material sense that is not discursively redeemable
         has been persuasively formulated by Andrew Bowie in his claim that “Art’s importance
         lies [. . .] in its extending the idea of ‘truth’ beyond what can be known in the
         sense of classified by a concept, towards other relationships to people and things.”[1]   Bowie focuses on how this idea is exemplified in music, through a movement in which
         the general (conceptual) element of meaning is reconciled with the demand that “true
         interpretation incorporate the particular mimetic moment” within the articulation
         of forms. In his discussion of Wittgenstein’s reflections on music, Bowie notes how
         this idea allows us to see what is wrong with the philosophical expectation of an
         explanation, that is, a translation into the terms of conceptual representation, for
         the characteristic presentation of meaning in music. Thus music approximates to language
         through its appearing as a purposeful (not arbitrary) arrangement of sensuous elements
         that presses us to respond to it in ways that are suggestive of a conveyance of meaning.
         This is why music is able to frame a public event, evoke a new mood, or define a relationship.[2]   But these traces of purposiveness are inextricable from what Bowie (here following
         Adorno) calls the mimetic moment of the work. Hence coming to terms with music’s meaningfulness
         means that we extend the notion of language beyond the narrow definition of the representation
         of contents towards the different contexts of practice in which meaning originates.
         What lies behind this analysis is the claim that music is “world-disclosive.”[3]   Bowie means by this the way it opens us up to the meaning of things while, at the
         same time, possessing an emotional depth that resists any attempt to fix what is opened
         up discursively. 
      

      
      Bowie takes this notion of world disclosure from Heidegger, and it is to Heidegger
         that I will turn initially in order to establish the problem posed by world disclosure
         as a form of opening, in which things become accessible as sites of meaningful expression.
         I want to contrast Heidegger’s view of the open with what I take to be Adorno’s idea
         of the openness of thought. Intially, I will use Rainer Maria Rilke’s idea of the
         open, developed in the eighth of the Duino Elegies, to tease out this difference.
         I then want to show how the idea of openness, in its Adornian sense, can be compared
         with the French Poet Yves Bonnefoy’s elucidation of the nature of poetry as an aesthetic
         form. Bonnefoy, I will show, develops an idea of poetic composition as a resistance
         to the conceptual elimination of the sensuous-mimetic immersion in materiality. The
         name for the material element in Bonnefoy is “presence.” The key terms of an aesthetics
         of the open will include the notion of finitude, the idea of material density, and
         also, I will suggest in the next chapter, the importance of the sublime as central
         to the cognitive potential of aesthetic experience. 
      

      
      2. Thinking the Open

      
      In The Origin of the Work of Art, Heidegger speaks of the open as something that is created and sustained by the capacity
         of the work of art to release a space of meaning, a space that Heidegger calls a “world.”
         The open, then, is for Heidegger intimately linked with the notion of world, and world,
         for Heidegger, implies what he takes to be the distinctively human ability to encounter
         and reveal beings as the beings that they are. To say that a being is “worldless,” as Heidegger puts it
         in the 1929-30 lectures on metaphysics, means that it has “no access to those beings
         (as beings) amongst which this particular being with this specific manner of being is.”[4]   The lizard, basking in the sun. does not experience the sun as sun, although, Heidegger goes on to say, it does have its “own relation” to the rock
         on which it sits, and the sun under which it basks. What, then, is this “own relation”
         of the lizard, or in fact the animal in general, to things? And why does Heidegger
         differentiate it from the “open” relation? Before delving in to this a bit further,
         let me return to the artwork essay and its description of world as an opening:
      

      
         A work, by being a work, makes space for that spaciousness [out of which the protective
            grace of the gods is granted or withheld]. “To make space for” means here especially
            to liberate the free space of the open region [freigeben das Freie des Offenen] and to establish it in its structure. This installing occurs through the erecting
            mentioned earlier. The work as work sets up a world. The work holds open the open
            region of the world (OWA 170). 
         

      

      In his commentary on this passage, Karsten Harries suggests that what Heidegger has
         in mind with the open is the idea of space, as it figures in the expression “logical
         space.”[5]   This implies that language “furnishes the free,” the space of the open, by articulating
         it according to the structure of discursive relations. The artwork, then, “liberates
         the free space” of the open by establishing the discursive structure in which things
         can be encountered as the things they are through the role they play within discursively organized space.
         
      

      
      What makes the artwork essay so significant as a precursor to Heidegger’s later work
         is the way it sets out a distinction between this idea of the discursive space that
         is constitutive of world, and the idea of language as such.[6]   The key term that sets up this distinction in the artwork essay is the notion of
         “earth.” Language, rather than allowing earth to disappear in the weightless discursive
         relations of the world that is opened up, is able to preserve a sense of earth as
         what is pushed into concealment when the world becomes discursively accessible. Heidegger,
         in the artwork essay, calls language in this broader sense “poetry”:
      

      
         Projective saying is poetry: the saying of world and earth, the saying of the arena
            of their strife and thus of the place of all nearness and remoteness of the gods.
            Poetry is the saying of the unconcealment of beings. Actual language at any given
            moment is the happening of this saying, in which a people’s world historically arises
            for it and the earth is preserved as that which remains closed (OWA 198). 
         

      

      Poetry is here being thought, Heidegger writes, in an “intimate essential unity with
         language and word” (OWA 199).[7]   What is definitive of language in this broader sense as “poetry,” is that it makes
         visible the happening in which things are made linguistically available by being called
         from out of the ground of concealment. Heidegger will increasingly refer to this happening
         as Ereignis, the event that opens the possibility of meaningful relations among things by inaugurating
         a world. Poetic composition “in this wider sense” (OWA 198) is then the happening in which things are called to certain possibilities of
         meaningfulness. When he refers to this as the saying of the “strife” of earth and
         world, Heidegger means that, as a happening, poetic language preserves in its disclosure
         the emergence of its meaning from a material element that is, at the same time, pushed
         back into concealment. Or, that is to say, it is revealed as a ground that is not
         identical with what it grounds (since the material element might figure in an indeterminable
         number of other unconcealments besides this one). In saying that the work of art, in contrast to everyday equipment (the hammer,
         the pen), is distinguished by “being created so that its createdness is part of the
         created work” (OWA 189), Heidegger is highlighting how in poetic composition the emergence of something
         into meaningfulness, what Heidegger describes as the happening of truth, is preserved
         in the work as an encounter with a material element that is not exhaustively determined
         by the form in which it becomes discursively available. The earth as matter, in the
         “poetic” work of art, is not “used up or misused,” but is rather “set free to be nothing
         but itself.” In speaking of this as the happening of truth, Heidegger wants to say
         that it is poetic composition in this sense that underlies the derived notion of truth
         as a correspondence of word and thing. This notion of truth in terms of a word that
         identifies a thing can only become available on the basis of this—conceptually—prior
         happening of poetic composition that calls things into certain sorts of relations
         with other things. 
      

      
      It is language in this sense of poetic composition that Heidegger has in mind when
         he refers to language as what “alone brings beings as beings into the open for the
         first time.” Where there is no language, he writes, “as in the Being of stone, plant,
         and animal, there is also no openness of beings, and consequently no openness of nonbeing
         and of the empty” (OWA 198). Here again, the open and language (as poetic composition) are closely identified
         by Heidegger. But why does Heidegger establish such a rigid division with the being
         of the stone, the plant, the animal? We need to consider here Heidegger’s criticism
         of Rilke’s idea of the open in his lectures on Parmenides. At the beginning of the
         eighth Duino elegy, Rilke speaks of the open in terms that suggest a clear contrast
         with Heidegger’s account. The first stanza begins: “With all its eyes the natural
         world [die Kreatur] looks out into the Open [das Offene].”[8]   The open is here set in opposition (explicitly, in fact, in the next stanza) to
         “world.” In his 1942–1943 lectures on Parmenides, Heidegger argues that what Rilke
         has in mind with the open has nothing in common with the open conceived as aletheiea, which Heidegger’s associates with his own notion of the open as unconcealment. Heidegger
         charges that Rilke has simply taken over the classic metaphysical idea of the subject
         as animale rationale. According to this conception, man is “the being that, positing itself on itself,
         disposes of its objects and in that way secures them for itself.”[9]   Heidegger goes on to attribute this idea to the “popular biological metaphysics”
         of the nineteenth century which, he argues, is uncritically taken up by Rilke in his
         notion of human consciousness as a representing of objects that sets them at a distance.
         Rilke’s idea of the open, then, Heidegger claims, is of “the limitless, the infinite,
         wherein living beings breathe and unrestrainedly dissolve into the irresistible causal
         nexuses of nature.”[10]   The open is then the animale rationale (the classic metaphysical conception of the subject as representing objects) minus
         the rationale, and hence as cast into the absence of borders and limits, a gaze untrammeled by
         objects. But it is, for Heidegger, a gaze that is essentially blind, bereft of the
         light of disclosure cast by aletheiea. The open that dwells in aletheiea, Heidegger argues, “first lets beings emerge and come to presence as beings.”[11]   Without this lighting that lets beings emerge, the gaze of the creature (what Rilke
         calls die Kreatur) must be, for Heidegger, an empty glance that passes through things, but without
         seeing anything (because it cannot see things as things). It lacks what Heidegger calls “the light of the self-luminous,” which first
         sets beings free into being.[12]  
      

      
      Rilke’s open is clearly one that is conceived in contrast to representation, the assigning
         of things to fixed locations within the frame of conceptual relations. As opposed
         to conceptual space, the open is a “pure space,” a “pure, unseparated element which
         one breathes without desire and endlessly knows.” What should we make of this knowing without distance? Must it be empty without
         the light of linguistic disclosure, as Heidegger claims? Rilke is noticing a potential
         for expression that courses through things. The open, Rilke wants to claim, does not
         merely, as aletheiea, bathe the natural world in light, it involves also a response to its plea for voice
         or (to put this in terms I will explore more fully in a moment) it returns its gaze. The responsive character of this knowing without distance, furthermore, finds its
         way into the artwork in the form of its material qualities. 
      

      
      Before laying this out in more detail, I want to begin drawing out the difference
         with Heidegger’s view by looking at Michel Haar’s penetrating account of the notion
         of the open as pure space in Rilke:
      

      
         Pure space, if we can reach it, de-faces us [dé-visage] literally. Stripped of its face, subjectivity loses its eidos, which is the sight (of oneself). It does not envisage itself any more. The “faceless”
            dismisses the theoretical and reflexive gaze in order to become open to an interiority
            other than that which is the inverse of subject facing up, standing fast, expressing
            itself, affirming itself. There is a simultaneity of dispossession, of exportation
            and of the loss of voice, which reverts to a cry.[13]   
         

      

      Haar argues that what Rilke is pointing to is not simply a movement to the interior
         of the subject as the opening of a subjective space. Rather, there occurs “a transposition
         and exposition of the interior to the exterior. Or, more radically, exteriority becomes
         interiority.”[14]   It is this movement that Adorno understands as the expressive quality of the artwork,
         that is the “non-subjective in the subject, less its own expression than its imprint
         [Abdruck]” (AT 172, 112). It is the moment when the sensuous-mimetic pole of language touches on
         the material element that is never disclosed within it. And this takes place—and this
         is the difference from Heidegger—in a movement of de-subjectifying of the subject,
         what Haar calls its de-facing, through the workings of language. This is an openness
         that comes about in and through the dismantling of the concepts of ordinary language,
         and because this is the language of the subject and its relation to the world as one
         that is constituted by the representation of objects, it is also the dissolution of
         the subject as animale rationale. 
      

      
      “Language alone,” Heidegger writes in the artwork essay, “brings beings as beings
         into the open for the first time” (OWA 198). But, according to the interpretation of Rilke suggested by Haar, there must
         be an open that precedes, even underlies the openness of beings generated and sustained
         by language as aletheiea. In this open, characterized by the gaze into pure space, nothing is revealed, hence there is no linguistic disclosure. And yet there is an encounter
         that elicits an expressive-mimetic response: a “cry” is voiced that is not (yet) language,
         but neither is it pure (meaningless) noise. We must be careful not to assent too quickly
         to the suggestion that this is an intermediate realm, a half-way toward unconcealment,
         being “on the way” to language, so to speak. Perhaps it is precisely here where unconcealment
         is at its most intense, where vision is too bright, and, perhaps, it is only when the light of this open has been dimmed that we can
         see: Might this, adding shade to light, be the real disclosive work of aletheiea? If so, then reaching the open in Rilke’s sense is going to be a matter of forcing
         a breach in the concepts of our everyday language, where something happens in the
         falling silent of our language as discursive language. It is this idea, I suggest, that allows us to make sense of French
         poet Yves Bonnefoy’s reading of the Rilkean open as a “breach in the network of notions
         that ordinary language pulls tight around each thing” (E 263). The open, on this reading, is not conceived as a power to disclose through
         the potential to call things into the world of linguistic significance. It is more
         like a movement in which linguistic elements seek to cancel their distance from things
         by becoming like them. What is decisive here is the idea that, as Bonnefoy writes, “le mot est une matière,” the word is itself a material thing, inextricably entwined in relationships of
         sonority and rhythm, which make it possible for words to enter into meaningful arrangements
         that are not discursively articulated relationships. Words come close to this idea of the open
         in accentuating the potential for meaning of their sensuous properties and, thereby,
         in breaking the dominance of their discursive connections. Here, words have the potential,
         through their material properties, of making a kind of sensuous contact with things—“notre seul contact qu’on puisse dire tangible avec une réalité autrement insaisissable” (E 264), through which they can make themselves receptive to the material properties
         that, ordinarily, are effaced in the weightless exchange of communicative language.
      

      
      The Rilkean notion of the open, as interpreted by Bonnefoy, connotes an openness to
         the surface of materiality, where the mimetic comportment of the word is an attentive
         receptiveness that makes possible the encounter with sensuous surfaces as laden with meaning. This is not the Heideggerian notion that associates openness with
         the geschichtlich creations of the statesman, the religious prophet, or the world-preserving poet. Rather,
         this idea of the open can be understood as a de-politicizing, de-historicizing, and
         de-collectivizing of Heidegger’s notion of earth in the Artwork essay. The open is
         not associated with the inaugurating or preserving of a historical destiny, the carrying
         forth of the life of a people; it is rather the mundane, entirely ordinary and yet,
         I will claim, radically transformative in its very ordinariness, attentiveness to
         the moment where the sensuous surfaces of things coalesce into meaning, where flesh,
         we might say, becomes word. There are no magical or exalted properties in words here.
         If, for Heidegger, the word verschafft dem Ding erst das Sein (gives or grants being to the thing),[15]   things are very different for the Rilkean view. For the latter, what characterizes
         the open is precisely the renunciation by the word of its magic separation from things,
         what Bonnefoy will call the leurre (illusion, “lure”) of words, by which words imagine their meanings as an ultimate
         (because indestructible) structure of being. It is by disenchanting words, then, by breaking the illusion of their becoming flesh, that it becomes possible
         to recover the openness of words to unspiritualized flesh, what Jean-Luc Nancy calls
         carnation, “the vibration, color, frequency, and nuance of a place, of an event of existence.”[16]   The word does not inaugurate, it is not the world-creative potential of the word
         that is in view. Rather, the word here makes itself insignificant, almost inaudible,
         to the point where it is able to liken itself to the material surface lying beyond
         language. Language gives up its magical claim to bring things into being and it becomes
         instead a practice of sensuous-mimetic responsiveness to material presence, where
         language, as Adorno puts it, “genuinely gives itself over” to the multiplicity of
         things it encounters, rather than using them as a mirror on which it reads the fullness
         of its own being (ND 25). 
      

      
      In his revealing discussion of the ambitions of German modernist poetry at the beginning
         of the twentieth century, Carsten Strathausen demonstrates that Rilke, as well as
         Stefan George and Hugo von Hofmannsthal, embodied in their poetry a claim to “perceive
         a pure and unalienated language still alive within the look of things.”[17]   The idea of the look of things, he asserts, is “a symptom of an unfulfilled longing
         at the heart of modernity that still seeks to establish an immediate, unalienated,
         and non-signifying contact among every-thing in the world.”[18]   This is said to require a dismantling of everyday language and its occlusion of
         vision for the sake of signification. It is as though, through a certain way of employing
         alienated language, it is possible to rescue an expressiveness of things which goes
         missing in the everyday use of language as a tool of communication. It is this possibility
         that Adorno is alluding to when he refers to the final stanza of Rilke’s poem “Archaic
         Torso of Apollo” in Aesthetic Theory, where Rilke writes “for here there is no place that does not see you.” Here, Adorno
         claims, Rilke has captured in exemplary fashion the “non-signifying language of artworks”
         (AT 172, 112). In the very next sentence, Adorno writes, “Ausdruck ist der Blick der Kunstwerke [Expression is the gaze of artworks].” Later in Aesthetic Theory, this time in the context of a discussion of Stefan George, Adorno writes that “[a]esthetic
         experience becomes living experience only by way of its object, in that instant [Augenblick] in which artworks themselves become animate under its gaze [Blick]” (AT 262, 175–6). This idea of the gaze of the thing, which is said to find expression
         in the artwork, is a way of conceiving the moment in which a potential for meaning
         emerges from the sensuous-mimetic encounter with a material surface; it is the upsurge
         of sense. To reach this surface, words must themselves become receptive to the material
         side of meaning. In his discussion of Rilke, Strathausen emphasizes how poetic vision,
         on Rilke’s conception, “evokes a tactile intimacy that transcends the body-mind dichotomy
         and restores to sight a quality of touch that had been lost during the rationalist
         emphasis of the mind’s eye scanning the geometrically structured universe of lifeless
         objects.”[19]   What is nice about this formulation is that it underlines the dependence of the
         gaze on a material contact of word and thing, the mimetic approximation that is for
         Adorno the core of aesthetic expression. Through their arrangement, Adorno will claim,
         artworks can recover something of this potential of things to return the gaze, to
         be themselves sources of meaningfulness independently of (human) language. What is
         crucial to this conception is that the capacity of things to return the gaze is seen
         to depend on the potential of the look, directed toward objects, to solicit a certain
         response. It is the tactile approach of words toward things that is able, for an instant
         (Augenblick) to animate the object, to rescue momentarily the possibility of a language that
         would be a translation of the voice of the thing itself. 
      

      
      “To write poetically [Écrire poétiquement],” suggests Bonnefoy, “is to speak, however slightly, the language of the other [c’est parler, tant soit peu, la langue de l’autre]” (E 36). Here, Bonnefoy associates poetry with the desire to bring the subject to the
         point of the dissolution of its mastery over language, the same desire that, I suggested
         is at work in Adorno’s notion of aesthetic experience as convulsion, or Erschütterung. In the moment of convulsion, the subject encounters an expressive potential of things
         that exceeds what is sayable discursively. It is, I think, worth noting that Bonnefoy
         emphasizes the centrality to poetry of this capacity to speak tant soit peu, however slightly, in however small a degree, the language of the other. We should
         not expect this voice to be similar to the world-historical speaking that opens a
         new world within the destiny of a people. This is a voice that strains to lift itself
         above the silence from which it emerges, and the work of making it audible requires
         the exertion of a considerable self-restraint on the part of the subject. But it is
         precisely this voice that Adorno is referring to when he writes that “[t]he threshold
         between artistic and pre-artistic experience is exactly that between the domination
         of the mechanism of identification and the innervations of the objective language
         of objects” (AT 409, 275). The language of the other that Bonnefoy associates with poetry is, I am
         suggesting, the same as the language of objects that is crucial for Adorno’s understanding
         of aesthetic experience, and which becomes possible through the subject’s convulsion,
         that is, its dissolution into the internal logic of the artwork. 
      

      
      This straining for the—almost inaudible—voice of the other is clearly the idea that
         guides Adorno’s references to the open in both Aesthetic Theory and Negative Dialectic. Adorno situates the idea of the open semantically in a close relation to the notion
         of experience, which is always, for Adorno, a term laden with a normative and often
         an almost utopian force. It is set in semantic opposition to the idea of a rigidified,
         rule-governed, mode of thinking that insulates itself against experiences that may
         not be immediately and seamlessly assimilable by that thinking. Thus in Aesthetic Theory, Adorno characterizes the psychological posture of an “intolerance of ambiguity”
         and an aversion to what is not clearly definable, as the “refusal of what is open,
         of what has not been predetermined by any jurisdiction, ultimately of experience itself”
         (AT 176, 115–16). Adorno also associates the suppression of the open with a reason that
         has divested itself of its mimetic qualities, leading to a form of Erfahrungsverlust (loss of experience) (AT 489, 331). The open is here associated with a fuller conception of rationality, one
         that would be receptive to forms of experience that jar with its categories. Adorno
         captures what is at stake in this passage in a neat formulation: “comprehension occurs
         only when the concept transcends what it wants to grasp” (AT 488, 330). The German version of this sentence foregrounds the point that it is a
         formulation for the idea of an open employment of concepts as key to knowledge: “Begriffen wird einzig, wo der Begriff transzendiert, was er begreifen will.” Adorno’s claim here is that an openness to exteriority is integral to what the
         idea of genuine comprehension or cognition through concepts (Begriffen wird einzig. . . ) actually means. Adorno could have said here that comprehension only occurs
         where “the concept transcends its object.” However use of the subordinate clause in
         place of a direct object, “was er begreifen will,” indicates that genuine comprehension is not simply an activity of using concepts,
         but a consistently self-reflective activity of incorporating the awareness of the
         inevitable failure of the concept to reach what it wants to comprehend. This establishes
         that comprehension is an awareness, within the concept, of the relation of what it
         takes as its object (was er begreifen will) to an outside that it must hold on to if its activity of comprehension is not to
         collapse into empty self-assurance. This relation to as outside in and through the
         activity of comprehension is what Adorno means by openness. It is situated on the
         other side of the concept, as a muted voice that reminds the concept of what gets
         left out in the activity of knowing. He associates this type of comprehension here
         with “aesthetic comportment,” and I shall have more to say about this later. 
      

      
      Adorno makes clear that openness also figures similarly in the artwork, as a relation
         to exteriority of the work in and through the awareness of the inevitable closure
         of a work as a completed, self-subsistent thing. It is “only insofar as they are open,”
         Adorno writes, that artworks “go beyond the status of being mere entities” (AT 441, 297). This opposition between the work’s tendency to seal itself off as a fixed
         and separated thing and the need for openness is repeated in another passage, where
         Adorno again establishes a contrast between the closure, which is the “perfection
         [Vollkommenheit]” of the work, its approximating to the idea of a being in itself, and its openness
         (AT 436, 293). The implication, which is underlined by the reference to this opposition
         as the “antinomy” of the artwork, is that an artwork can only maintain its relation
         to the open by, somehow, subverting the urge of the work to achieve a kind of internal
         perfection, where it appears to seal itself off as a beautiful object from the context
         that surrounds it. The point in this passage, which, I shall endeavor to show, is
         also an important component of Bonnefoy’s notion of poetic writing, is that the open
         denotes a type of aesthetic comportment whereby the work subverts its own innate tendency
         to coalesce into a beautiful form, to present itself as a completed whole that is
         intelligible entirely in its own terms. When it incorporates openness into its own
         structure, the work is able to make visible the cuts through the living flesh (Schnitte durchs Lebendige (AT 217, 144), the violence exerted upon the material element in order to make possible
         the work’s appearance as a closed and perfected whole. As in the case of the concept,
         artworks that are able to do this will be ones that incorporate a high degree of self-awareness
         into the process of their own formation: these will be works that point, by themselves,
         to what goes under in the process that makes the work appear as a self-sufficient
         whole. Openness is then the movement in which an artwork gives the lie to its own
         semblance of beauty. It emerges through the potential of the aesthetic harmony in
         the work to incorporate an awareness of its own conditions of possibility in the coercion
         exercised on the elements, the indifference to their materiality. 
      

      
      In Negative Dialectic, we also find Adorno consistently associating the idea of openness with a critically
         focused and substantive understanding of experience. Adorno speaks here of “open experience
         [offene Erfahrung]” as encompassing the possibility of “what has not been incorporated” (ND 259). Elsewhere, he refers to the openness of experience as related to the potential
         for the transformation of cognitive forms, in contrast to the idea of “rigid and invariant”
         cognition (ND 380). The references to the open are more striking, however, in the introductory sections
         of Negative Dialectic, notably where Adorno writes of the “shock of the open” in relation to the “dizziness”
         induced by a cognition that “throws itself away into the depths” on objects in order
         to bear fruit. It is what appears as negativity in the realm of the covered and the
         always-the-same (ND 43). In the next section, Adorno characterizes the “open thought” as one that is “unprotected
         against the risk of going astray in what is contingent” (ND 45). In another section of the introduction, in what is perhaps the clearest evidence
         that these formulations are composed with at least a side glance at Rilke’s eighth
         Duino Elegy, Adorno refers to the telos of philosophy as the “open and uncovered [das Offene und Ungedeckte]” (ND 31), which is said to be “as unsystematic as [philosophy’s] freedom to interpret its
         objects.” The association in these remarks of the open with a kind of thinking that
         takes risks, a thinking which might possibly dissolve itself in the object or even
         get lost in the thickets of inessential details, emphasizes the difference between
         the open and the rule-governed nature of discursive thinking. The open, Adorno is
         saying, is of necessity a thinking unconstrained by strict rules of inference. This,
         of course, must not be taken as an identification of the open with a kind of arbitrariness.
         If the open thought is to be more than a merely arbitrary one, it must show that there
         is a sort of constraint, even perhaps a type of necessity, in the steps that link
         together the elements of open thinking. This is what is at stake in Adorno’s reference
         to the logic of the artwork as “a syllogism without concept or judgment” (AT 205, 136). The arrangement of elements must appear to follow from the sensuous properties
         of the elements themselves, however this arrangement, the inference from one element
         to another, cannot be governed by a rule (as, say, the concept of cause is a rule
         that allows one item to figure in a certain relation to another, which is represented
         as the effect of the former). We can think here of two notes in a piece of music,
         or two verses of a poem. The relation between the elements here is open, in that,
         if the work is to be a subject of aesthetic appreciation, it cannot simply link its
         elements in a rule-governed way. Such a work would simply not call for the kind of
         reflective judgment that, on the Kantian conception, is intrinsic to the aesthetic
         realm. The elements, then, must entail one another through linkages that are entirely
         particular, which, that is, are inseparable from the material singularity of those
         elements themselves. 
      

      
      The most important sense carried by Adorno’s descriptions of the open, I think, is
         of a comportment of thinking in relation to what is not thinking, to what is on the
         other side of language. The “shock” of the open that happens when thought becomes
         aware of its relation to an exteriority can be seen as equivalent to the experience
         of Erschütterung (convulsion) that Adorno associates with the experience of the sublime and its dissolution
         of the subject as the source of the significance of experience. Adorno describes convulsion
         as a “memento of the liquidation of the I, which, as convulsed, becomes aware of its
         own limitedness and finitude” (AT 364, 245). Like the idea of the open, then, convulsion also names a relation in which
         the self is brought to the point of a recognition of an outside that is not assimilable
         as an object. And it is not assimilable because it is exterior to the very terms of
         representation by which the subject discloses a world of potential significance. 
      

      
      I have argued that Rilke’s idea of the open hints at an openness to the origin of
         meaning in the arrangement of a material surface, and I distinguished this idea from
         Heidegger’s notion of the open understood as world disclosure. I tried to develop
         Rilke’s basic insight in terms of the notion of a sensuous relation to exteriority,
         which, I argued, is preserved in the understanding of the open as it figures in Yves
         Bonnefoy’s writings on poetry, and in the philosophy of Theodor Adorno. Rilke’s suggestion
         that only the animal’s gaze, not the human being imprisoned in discursive language,
         is capable of seeing the open, suggests that human language, along with its disclosure
         of a world, harbors an alienation from the origin of the significance of things, the
         sensuous-mimetic immersion in the thing that engenders the materialization of meaning.
         I want now to examine in more detail how this idea is developed by Yves Bonnefoy.
         
      

      
      3. Yves Bonnefoy: The Poetics of Presence

      
         Et poésie, si ce mot est dicible,

         
         N’est pas de savoir, là où l’étoile

         
         Parut conduire mais pour rien sinon la mort,

      

      
         Aimer cette lumière encore? Aimer ouvrir

         
         L’amande d’absence dans la parole?

      

      
         And poetry, if we can use this word,

         
         Is it not still, there where the star

         
         Seemed to beckon, but only toward death, 

      

      
         Knowing how to love this light? To love

         
         To open the kernel of absence in words?[20]   
         

      

      In these verses, which constitute a reflective movement at the end of a poem from
         one of Bonnefoy’s more recent collections on poetry, Bonnefoy invokes an idea of poetry
         as a transformation of our relationship to words with regard to their potential to
         disclose meaning. The transformation invoked here captures the major critical focus
         of Bonnefoy’s poetic and prose works. There is a dual movement invoked in these lines
         that involves, firstly, a realization of the illusory nature of a certain project
         or image of language, and, secondly, a reconciliation with what, as a source of disquiet,
         had motivated the flight of ascent in the first place. Poetry is defined by its being
         able to appreciate what comes to light in and through this disillusionment, by its
         love of what is left of words when they are no longer spell bound by the desire to
         equate the being of language with the language of being. Instead of investing in language
         the wish for a more complete, more perfect representation of being, we are exhorted
         here to refocus our energy on dispelling this image. Opening the kernel of absence
         in words involves making visible, by opening language out towards, what its illusionary
         movement pulls it away from. It is what is made accessible in the absent center of
         words that now becomes the focus of poetry’s eros, the opening out of language to
         what Bonnefoy characterizes as the finitude of presence. In an earlier essay on the
         painting of Raoul Ubac, Bonnefoy reflects on the broader significance of the notion
         of absence
      

      
         One senses absence—sometimes, becomes intoxicated by it—when the collapse of mediations,
            often lived as an event of history, throws us, suddenly and in brutal fashion, outside
            of all human society into the silence of the world, there where it is only material
            being [matière]. And since no myth has survived to refract or filter the violence, we are blinded
            by this day that so many mystics have thus named the obscure night (I 303–4). 
         

      

      Absence, then, refers to the moment in which, through the dismantling of the mediations,
         that is, the significations that constitute the everyday world in which things stand
         out as meaningful in particular ways, we are suddenly brought face to face with material
         being, which is portrayed as blinding precisely through its dark obscurity. There
         are obvious resonances in this description of the idea of the open as what emerges
         in the elimination of the discursive illumination of being in the disclosure of world.
         Absence draws us in, we become “intoxicated” by it, and yet the closer it seems, the
         more what it shows us seems to resist disclosure. This experience of absence is, for
         Bonnefoy, what poetic composition wants to make possible. It is reached in the moment
         when the meanings of words are redirected, from their relations to other words, and
         toward what, as a material presence, threatens to engulf meaning within an unsayable
         plenitude.[21]  
      

      
      Bonnefoy’s view of the task of poetry draws unmistakably on a criticism of the concept
         from the point of view of what I have called the vertical dimension of concepts. That
         is to say, Bonnefoy’s idea of the loss of presence in the discourse of the concept
         can be understood essentially as a critique of the reduction of knowledge to the horizontal
         dimension of the discursive relations among concepts. For Bonnefoy, then, there is
         an intimate relation between poetry and truth. And this must be understood on the
         lines of the following claim: poetic composition takes shape as a form of writing
         that attempts to arrest, interrupt, the weightless movement among concepts, in order
         to prize open the vertical relation to material presence within language, by giving
         words a weight and density that shifts the emphasis to their material characteristics.
         Poetic composition, then, rescues the possibility of truth within language by making
         words mean otherwise than as weightless discursive counters that relate exclusively
         to other words through their discursive entailments. Bonnefoy captures this notion
         of poetry as a form of resistance to language within language when he writes that
         “[a]t the very heart of writing, there is a questioning of writing” (E 194). We can see, here, that Bonnefoy is evoking the same type of self-reflective
         capacity that, as we have seen, Adorno takes to be crucial to a modernist vision of
         philosophy that is able to recover a more substantive conception of experience. It
         is not too much of a stretch, in fact, it is entirely in keeping with this claim and
         with the general tenor of Bonnefoy’s thinking, to say that poetry is writing that has become aware of itself and of its own immanent tendency to occult
         the plenitude of things by transforming them into conceptual properties. I want, firstly,
         to look more closely at how Bonnefoy articulates his understanding of the alienation
         of language. I will then look at a number of important themes in Bonnefoy’s essayistic
         writings that shed light on this understanding of poetic composition as a questioning
         of writing at the very heart of writing.
      

      
      In the 1989 essay “Poetry and Freedom,” Bonnefoy provides a concise description of
         the idea of linguistic alienation
      

      
         Language has deprived us of something of value that we continue to sense, but are
            no longer able to make our own. Speaking, constructing sentences, of thought, of action,
            fragments the unity of the world; it outlines at this point here or over there a figure
            of what exists that one can call spectral, and from one to another of these a network
            of relations entangles itself together which forces us to live in what is no longer
            anything but the unreality of a vast image. (E 310) 
         

      

      The “network of relations” that, for Bonnefoy, becomes a self-subsistent reality in
         alienated language, can be seen as equivalent to the structure of discursive entailments
         that locks concepts into a system of rule governed relationships. We need to be clear
         at this point that what Bonnefoy is calling the alienation of language occurs when
         this network of discursive entailments begins to supplant, that is to say, takes itself as more “real” than, the reality whose characteristics it is meant to express. Bonnefoy describes this
         possibility as a leurre, a “lure,” an illusion that, exerting a magnetic attraction, pulls the language user
         towards it. It is, in fact, precisely the same movement as what Adorno calls the “fetishism”
         of the concept (ND 23). The leurre of the concept is expressed in Adorno’s account as the Schein des Ansichseienden (semblance of being in itself) of the concept. Schein and leurre both denote a fetishistic (in Bonnefoy’s terms, a “spectral”) tendency of language,
         where it begins to appear as though what language is about is the relations of discursive entailment that are intrinsic to language itself.
         The nature of those intra-conceptual relations as expressions of an exteriority that
         is not identical with language now gets subtracted from what, and how, words mean.[22]   It is crucial to see here that the semblance or lure of language is not meant to
         indicate that certain characteristics of things are “left out” of concepts. That is
         to say, it is not a complaint about the inclusiveness of the content of what concepts
         say. To make sense of this idea, we need to see that what it is really concerned with
         is how concepts work, or more properly, how they are put to work under the spell of
         the lure towards the image. It is not that they miss some features of things that
         is at stake, but rather that they do not retain, as part of their meaning, the origin
         of the sense of what we say in a material contact with things (what Bonnefoy calls
         presence), and of which words bear the memory in their sensuous features. It is, then,
         fundamentally about how words mean, which is to say that it results from a transition in the significance
         of terms that no longer allows the expressive contact with the material element, or
         presence, to count as cognitively meaningful.
      

      
      In a more recent essay, Bonnefoy has characterized the lure of language as prompted
         by an “illusion de maîtrise,” an “illusion of mastery” that originates with concepts.[23]   Bonnefoy characterizes language under the sway of this lure as the “metaphysical
         imaginary,” a type of thinking that he describes as one that is leurré par son rêve—“ensnared,” we could say here, “by its dream,” namely of a world that is more permanent
         than the world of existence. In this essay, Bonnefoy repeats his frequent characterization
         of the alienation of language as motivated by a felt need to deny, or to escape from
         finitude:
      

      
         In what [the metaphysical imaginary] puts into effect, there is nothing but representation,
            nothing but notions and not the full experience of what is, never the thickness of
            existence by which the realities of the world present themselves to us when we approach
            them in silence. This large, this superb luminosity [éclat] from over there, up above, knows nothing of reality in its depth, to which finitude
            is the key.[24]  
         

      

      It becomes clear from this passage that language is not merely a snare, but one that
         we enter into willingly because it offers to us a relation with things that shelters
         us from the realization of the precarious, ephemeral nature of the meaning of things.
         “The fear of death,” Bonnefoy writes in an early essay (and clearly still under the
         strong influence of his reading of Hegel) “is the secret of the concept” (I 28). The concept shelters us from the awareness of death and finitude, Bonnefoy is
         saying, by offering us indestructible properties (or “essences” in more traditional
         philosophical language) in the place of things. 
      

      
      The notion of finitude does not signal simply the passing away of things, their impending
         death. It is a figure for the rootedness of meaning in the unrepeatable singularity
         of our sensuous exposure to things. “It is not simply from death that the concept
         separates itself,” Bonnefoy says, “but from everything that has face [visage], from everything that has flesh, pulsation, immanence” (I 20). In other words, the concept extracts itself, in order to constitute itself as
         a concept, from the coming into presence—what Bonnefoy describes as the “act” of presence
         (I 26), by which the sensuous qualities of things coalesce into a meaningful figure
         that seems to expand to fill an entire fragment of space and time. The latter suddenly
         appear as the elements of a “strange force,” Bonnefoy writes, a “gift” of a particular
         place, in the form of its presence (I 26). There appears at first glance to be a mirroring of Heidegger’s notion of Ereignis in this description of presence in the essay “Les tombeaux de Ravenne,” particularly
         when Bonnefoy writes that “in the degree to which it is present, the object never
         ceases to disappear. In the degree to which it disappears, it imposes, it cries out
         [crie] its presence.” The notion of the cry is an important one for Bonnefoy’s understanding
         of poetry, and I want to return to it a little further on in this discussion. I want
         to note here however that what distinguishes Bonnefoy’s description in relation to
         Heidegger is its focus on presencing as the contact with a sensuous surface. Bonnefoy
         speaks elsewhere of the “surgissement d’une présence” (I 267), the “surging or welling up” of presence as though it suddenly bursts forth
         as the transfiguration of an experience. For Bonnefoy, such moments give us, in fact
         rescue for us who are ensconced within the alienation of language, an awareness of
         the sensuous origin of meaning, in which an instant of time seems to consume any attempt
         to capture its significance. Bonnefoy refers to this as le vrai lieu, a “fragment of duration consumed by the eternal, in the vrai lieu, time dismantles itself within us” (I 130). Whereas, in the lure of the concept, the instant is abolished by the locating
         of meaning among the spatialized (that is, timeless, unmarked by duration) relations
         among concepts, in the vrai lieu, it is as though the entirety of meaning condenses into a single point in time and,
         from there, radiates outwards along a horizon that encompasses past and future. Bonnefoy
         seeks to invoke such a moment in the “feuille cassée de lierre,” the broken ivy leaf,
         “green and black, soiled, this leaf which shows in its injury all the depth of what
         is, this infinite leaf is pure presence” (I 26). As opposed to this leaf, which bears the traces of its entwinement in history
         on its sensuous surface, the concept would be represented by the unbroken leaf, whose
         every vein regenerates its unchanging essence (I 26). The unchanging, “conceptual” leaf is incapable of drawing past and future toward
         itself, of condensing the memory and promise of a fragment of being in a single point.
         This is not, then, it should be clear, the Heideggerian Augenblick, since what takes place in the moment of presence is the disclosure of the rootedness
         of sense in material being. It is as if, Bonnefoy writes, “perception [la vue] had become substance” (I 124). Meaning condenses into the surface features (the soiled leaf) that begin to
         draw other things towards them, and consequently condense the horizon of temporal
         significance, radiating outwards towards past and future, into a singular point of
         material being. 
      

      
      Bonnefoy’s evocation of finitude, I am suggesting, is meant to signal the dependence
         of meaning on the encounter with sensuous presence. And it is this dependence that
         is excised from the concept when it becomes ensnared by the lure of permanence. It
         is important, for Bonnefoy, that this denial of finitude is not equivalent to the
         move from a particular perspective towards a universal point of view. The universal
         perspective of the concept is that of generality, that is, the repeatable characteristics
         that have been shorn of any relation to a particular time and place. Although these
         characteristics drive the discursive need for the maîtrise of nature, they can perform this function only through making themselves blind to
         the surging up of meaning on the sensuous-mimetically experienced surface of material
         being. What happens on the surface is not the coming and going of particular instances
         of general properties. It only looks like this is what is taking place once the conceptual ordering of experience has taken
         hold, and hence once finitude has been shorn of its experiential and cognitive significance.
         The lure that must be avoided, for Bonnefoy, is the tendency that takes this restructuring
         of experience as more real than what it is about, that is, the failure to perceive the derived quality of discursive
         universality. There is, Bonnefoy writes, a “truth underneath the truth of the concept”
         (I 21). To unearth this truth, it is necessary to generate a “reinvention” of the universal.
         The universal, Bonnefoy explains, “is not a law, which, in order to be everywhere
         the same, has no genuine worth anywhere [ne vaut vraiment nulle part]. The universal has its place [l’universel a son lieu].” This is the universal as singular, not the universal as generality. This means
         that here, the material features of place act as a gathering point for the intelligibility
         of experience, performing through their sensuous presence the assignation of significance
         through space and in time. The “reality of the sensuous [le sensible]” (I 23) that Bonnefoy opposes to the concept, or the “excess of appearance over essence
         that one calls the sensuous,” recaptures its potential to open potential paths of
         meaning that imbue a particular moment with a significance that transcends its immediate
         context. The moment gathers a unity around itself that seems to harbor infinite possibilities
         of meaning centered in a finite point.
      

      
      How, then, does this salvaging of the experience of presence take place within poetic
         language? The crucial point, for Bonnefoy, concerns how one is able to bring to bear
         the expressive possibilities of the material nature of words. This emphasis places
         Bonnefoy’s notion of poetry in very close proximity to the Adornian idea of the artwork
         as the rescue of the mimetic-expressive potential of rationality in distinction to
         its discursive-conceptual operation. The first thing to note is that there is an emphasis
         on the material nature of words. As Bonnefoy puts it, le mot est une matière (E 262), and as such a material body, it provides a site by way of which “our body can
         come forth to meet the world.” Bonnefoy describes the materialization of language
         in terms that suggest a transfiguration of ordinary experience, which takes place
         as a rescue of the unifying power of a finite experience, its capacity to gather things
         and occurrences around it, creating chains of significance that are other than discursive
         assignments. The latter are referred to by Bonnefoy as verities de langage, that is, truths that owe their origin to the semantic differentiations established
         by a particular language, such as, for example, the fact that a quantity of water
         is said to be “pure because it has been distilled” (E 266), which depends upon aspects of things that have no connection to our immediate,
         bodily exposure to things, in contrast to what happens when we “watch the water flow,
         flow like time flows, or savor its freshness, which renders an instant unforgettable,”
         which, Bonnefoy suggests, derives from “non-verbal reality.” In the latter instance,
         instead of articulating the discursive content of words, language is drawn toward
         the material qualities of an experience, and it is now those material features which
         begin to direct the relations and associations of words that are revelatory of meaning.
         A new context of meaning is created, but it is now one that is driven by a material
         logic, rather than the discursive logic of conceptual thinking. That is to say, the
         relations among items of experience is here informed by the discernment of sensuous
         proximity, and has its focal point in the embodied self as the receptive center around
         which material features converge. 
      

      
      Baudelaire’s sonnet, “Correspondances,” from Les Fleurs du Mal, is often evoked by Bonnefoy in his description of this material logic of presence
      

      
         Nature is a temple where living pillars

         
         At times allow confused words to come forth;

         
         There man passes through forests of symbols

         
         Which observe him with familiar eyes

      

      
         Like long echoes which in a distance are mingled

         
         In a dark and profound unison

         
         Vast as night is and light,

         
         Perfumes, colors and sounds answer one another

      

      
         There are perfumes as cool at the flesh of children,

         
         Sweet as oboes, green as prairies

         
         And others, corrupt, rich and triumphant,

         
         Having the expansion of infinite things,

         
         Like amber, musk, myrhh and incense,

         
         Which sing of the transports of the mind and senses.[25]   
         

      

       Bonnefoy describes the synaesthesia that Baudelaire captures in the poem as a unity
         of resemblances that are apprehended, suddenly, prior to conceptual analysis. The
         synaesthetic motif reaches a climax in the first tercet, where Baudelaire evokes perfumes
         or scents (which the translation fails to capture in the more neutral “odors,” for
         which the French equivalent would be odeurs) that are tactile (the flesh of children), accessible to taste (sweet) and to perception
         (green). There is a counter-movement here to the disarticulation of experience that
         accompanies its discursive reformulation. Discursive language disambiguates sensuous
         experience by assigning to each experiential item its own location in discursive space,
         making each experiential item intelligible entirely in its own terms, and at the same
         time linked horizontally with all possibilities of sensory experience. To say that
         a perfume is frais or doux would then have to be understood as a metaphorical expression for a particular location in the same of odorous sensations; it would then be seen as a way of referring
         to that location by asserting another one, the freshness of young flesh. But this
         disambiguation is resisted by the unity of sense that the poem evokes. The multi-sensory
         perfumes, instead of sharpening our sense of the classificatory possibilities of odors,
         seem to draw us down into “one deep and shadowy unison”: the diffusion of meaning
         across horizontal space is counteracted by a force that pulls meaning down toward
         a single (and seemingly infinite) vertical point. The more that sounds, scents, and
         colors correspond, the less we are able to grasp their significance independently
         of the moment in which they form a unity with the others. For Bonnefoy, what is at
         stake here is the potential of our sensuous contact with things to prompt language
         toward a material logic, where instead of assigning items of experience a location
         in horizontal space, a word would take on the material density of a single unity of
         experience. The sensuously textured relations between things become accessible at
         the same moment in which the conceptual relations that can be articulated in propositions
         are cast into the background, temporarily bracketed:
      

      
         From the moment that essences erase themselves in the experience of presence, even
            if this should be the simple premonition that refuses itself as much as it develops
            itself, why would not words that have now become vacant give themselves over to the
            memory of events until now unperceived, in the light of clues that appear insignificant
            to the other thinking, and also, perhaps especially, to the observation of aspects
            of the world that have no sense for the latter because they do not let themselves
            be captured in a determinable form with the precision of an algebra? (E 265). 
         

      

      The idea of unity is important to the character and texture of this truth beneath
         conceptual truth that is the goal of poetry for Bonnefoy. Poetry, Bonnefoy writes,
         makes comparisons among realities that it apprehends outside language, “having perceived
         them as a unity” (E 266). It expresses a universal, but it is not a conceptual universality (as the general
         that subsumes a collection of particulars), but rather the universal of place, which
         pulls words down from their discursive significance so as to imbue them with the scent
         and the touch of a singular moment. 
      

      
      I cited earlier Bonnefoy’s claim that “at the heart of writing, there is a questioning
         [that is, a calling into question, RF] of writing.” I suggested that this should be
         understood as signaling the inevitable lure of language, whereby the significations
         attaching to words in their relations to one another come to appear as more real than
         what they seek to express. This means, then, that poetry’s rescue of truth takes place
         in and through its breaking apart of the semblance of perfection, of the coincidence
         of word and thing, on the surface of language. This destructive moment is akin to
         the sublime moment in which beauty is sacrificed for the sake of a more profound truth.
         This, it should be clear, is not the Kantian movement from the sensuous self to the
         superiority of the moral self, but almost the reverse. It is the recognition of finitude
         as the deeper truth, and as the denial of which language constitutes itself through
         detaching itself from the mortality of things. Bonnefoy finds the basis for this idea
         in Baudelaire, who attempted, with “dull blows against the rock face of language,”
         to engender a “shattering [brisement] of formal perfection and the catastrophe of beauty” (I 117). This shattering of formal beauty, I suggest, evokes a movement that is parallel
         to the Erschütterung in Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory. As in Adorno, so for Bonnefoy, art (or poetry) rescues truth in the moment in which
         it realizes that the semblance of beauty is founded in a denial of finitude, la peur de l’être, that severs language from material presence.
      

      
      Michèle Fink, in her insightful study of Bonnefoy, observes that, if there is a certainty
         that guides Bonnefoy’s poetic work, it is that of “an unremediable antagonism between
         being and beauty.” As a result, she suggests that, for Bonnefoy, “in order to save
         being, it is necessary to do violence to formal beauty, to all propensity to perfection.”[26]   From the time of his Du mouvement et de l’immobilité de Douve, Bonnefoy’s first book of poetry published in 1953, his work has been marked, Fink
         argues, by a search for le sens, meaning, within and by way of le sang, or blood.[27]   The closeness in sound between these two words, their material proximity, allows
         Bonnefoy to present the coming to presence of meaning as a visceral contact with material
         things.[28]   This is exemplified in the final couplet of the poem Vrai Nom (True Name)
      

      
         Il te faudra franchir la mort pour que tu vives,

         
         La plus pure presence est un sang répandu.
         

         
         You will have to go through death to live,

         
         The purest presence is blood which is shed.[29]   
         

      

      In the preceding poem in Douve, “Sole Witness,” Bonnefoy writes of a “roadway of blood opened up” by a stag. There
         is an underlining here, as Fink suggests, of the connection between blood and openness,
         suggesting, as Fink notes, that Douve’s “trial of death is the desire of the ‘open.’”[30]   Thus the motif of sacrifice in Douve can be seen as akin to the destruction of (formal) beauty for the sake of language’s
         recognition of its dependence on material presence. It is finitude, sang, which gives meaning, sens, and it becomes the task of poetry to rescue this truth in and through the shattering
         of the semblance of language’s claim to possess being. 
      

      
      This idealism of beauty, its lure, which points towards a replacement of life with
         its representation, is for Bonnefoy an expression of the idealism intrinsic to our
         language and its attachment to the metaphysical imaginary. Adorno is saying nothing
         different when he talks of the Schein von Identität that attaches to discursive language as such (ND 152). Identity thinking, for Adorno, is a thinking that lets the discursive identifications
         that allow a thing to be represented as a particularization of a generalizable rule,
         to stand in for, and thus to appear as more real than, what that thinking seeks to
         identify. We can, I think, discern a reading of the lure of thinking in this passage,
         where the “lure” of thinking is presented on Adorno’s reading as its inevitable deception
         (Trug):
      

      
         The power of consciousness reaches all the way into its own deception. It is rationally
            cognizable, where a detached rationality which has run away with itself becomes false,
            turns truly into mythology. The ratio recoils into irrationality as soon as [it] mistakes,
            in its necessary course, the fact that the disappearance of its substrate, be it ever
            so diluted, is the handiwork of its abstraction. If thinking follows its laws of motion
            unconsciously, it turns against its own meaning, that which is thought by thinking,
            which commands the flight of subjective intentions to halt (ND 152).[31]   
         

      

      There is, Adorno is saying, a kind of unconscious motion of thinking that lures it
         away from the relation of thought to what it is about, and which substitutes for this
         relation between thinking and its other, a relation between a conceptual sign and
         its discursive content. It is this deception, the supplanting of the relation of thinking
         to an exteriority by an interiorized relation of the word to its discursively generated
         content, which is the very essence of identity thinking. And it is this semblance
         whereby an exterior relation is re-presented as an interior one that Bonnefoy, in
         “La Poésie française et le principe de l’identité,” is pointing to when he distinguishes
         the word fire, meaning “what its concept can predicate of fire” (i.e. the interiorized
         relation) from “the presence of fire, in the horizon of my life” (I 248). It would also be entirely in accord with an Adornian reading that Bonnefoy refers
         to this identifying of reason and reality through language as the “principle of identity”
         (I 260). It establishes itself whenever the ordering of the real in language begins to
         occlude the workings of language as an attempt to express material being exterior
         to language. 
      

      
      Michèle Finck uses the term désécriture, or “un-writing,” to describe the questioning of writing that is integral to Bonnefoy’s
         idea of poetic composition. Désécriture, she suggests, evokes the awareness of finitude that is rendered invisible in the regular
         operation of the concept. This takes place through the violation of the formal beauty,
         the appearance of perfection, of writing. The point here is that beauty is inseparable
         from a semblance of the perfect concord of being and language. Beauty, that is, rests
         on the illusion that language is the voice of being itself, uncorrupted by language
         as signification. This is why, Finck argues that, for Bonnefoy, “it is necessary to
         do violence to formal beauty, to all impulsion towards perfection,” in order to rescue
         being from the lure of beauty.[32]   This idea of a violation of beauty for the sake of being is very nicely expressed
         in this passage
      

      
         Every poem is always too beautiful, too perfect, for a world overcome by suffering,
            either historical or individual. What is at stake in désécriture is to rediscover in words the stigmata of a world that suffers. The question that
            underlies poetic writing today can perhaps be formulated thus: how does one write
            so that words suffer, so that they do not remain in the withdrawal of their eternal
            clarity? . . . Désécriture defines poetry as a wrecking [saccage] of form, through which words are regenerated, given over again to suffering existence.[33]  
         

      

      The stigmata of suffering invoked here can be compared to what Adorno calls the “need
         to make suffering eloquent,” the “condition of all truth” in the presentation of philosophy
         (ND 29). This is not suffering as a concept, that is, as a rule for classifying particular
         instances. The stigmata of a suffering world are given voice in the interruption that
         breaks the beautiful illusion of a harmony of being and its weightless articulation
         in language. Bonnefoy finds this breaking of formal perfection in the power of Baudelaire’s
         poetry to “suggest the brushing against the wing of existence in words devoted to
         the universal” (I 117). Material being does not enter language here as a discursive content. It occurs
         as what touches on the edges of a word, in the moment when the weightless discursive
         exchange with other words is broken by a sudden massiveness or impenetrability, which
         is the momentary appearance of material being in language as expression. 
      

      
      The core movement of désécriture, according to Finck, is the condensation and concentration of language, tightening
         and contracting the flow of words so that the whole seems to take on the density of
         a noun. Bonnefoy, Finck argues, “un-writes verbal space in order to reduce it as much
         as possible to the core form of the noun.”[34]   In this way, language takes on material density through the sensuous, sonorous,
         and rhythmic features of words. Another important aspect of this condensation and
         concentration is what Finck calls the “rhythmic disarticulation” which involves the
         primacy of rhythmic unity over syntactic unity.[35]   Syntactic unity, that is to say, is broken up by the use of enjambment which creates
         a novel rhythmic arrangement by disrupting the syntactic order. It is not simply that enjambment creates
         a novel arrangement of words that presses new meanings out of familiar terms. The
         crucial point is that it transforms the way meaning occurs in language by breaking
         up the smooth linkages created by syntactic rules, condensing thereby the flow of
         words, and generating a sensuous and sonorous density that threatens to submerge words
         under the thickness of their material being. Bonnefoy identifies this brisement of the smooth syntactic flow of language as a key feature of Baudelaire’s poetry
         (I 117), and, as Finck has suggested, it is the same idea that informs Bonnefoy’s own
         poetic practice.
      

      
      There is far more to Finck’s rich discussion of Bonnefoy’s poetry than I would be
         able to do justice to here, and I am not competent to delve any further into the intricacies
         of Bonnefoy’s poetic writing. However, I want to underline that Fink’s description
         of the contracting of meaning into a kind of material density in désécriture is a neat expression of the disruption of the spatial expansion of meaning across
         the horizontal surface of language, thereby redirecting the meaningfulness of words
         towards the vertical relation to the material element. I also want to say that—and
         as Bonnefoy himself recognizes by choosing to write prose as well as poetry, it is
         not only in poetry that the reflective self-awareness of poetic composition can be
         achieved. The idea of investing meaning with a material density that breaks up syntactic
         order is, as Adorno noted in Minima Moralia, a part of the striving of all writing that wants to do more than communicate “already known and fixed contents” (in fact, one could well say that
         this striving is for Adorno crucial for all genuinely philosophical thinking, if this
         is to mean the ability to reflect critically on what we know as revealed through what
         we can say about it). Adorno describes this material density in terms of an abolition
         of the distinction between thesis and argument:
      

      
         Dialectical thinking . . . means that an argument should take on the pungency of a
            thesis and a thesis contain within itself the fullness of its reasoning. All bridging
            concepts, all links and logical auxiliary operations that are not part of the matter
            itself, all secondary operations not saturated with the experience of the object,
            should be discarded. In a philosophical text all the propositions ought to be equally
            close to the center (MM § 44). 
         

      

      The elimination of all “bridging concepts,” and of all linking and logical auxiliary
         operations, can be seen as equivalent to the condensing and contracting of meaning
         through the disruption of syntax in poetry. Adorno is here articulating what would
         be implied in the substitution of a material logic for the dominant discursive logic.
         The idea of all propositions being equally close to the center evokes a form of presentation
         in which propositions relate to one another less through syntactic order, and more
         through the touching of their sensuous and sonorous surfaces. Propositions become
         more like nouns in that they are thick with substance, but they relate to one another
         through a different kind of rhythmic arrangement that draws attention to their material
         density. This arrangement creates a meaning, but it is one that is formed in the persistent
         interruption of discursive logic. This means that what it shows, or expresses (the
         thesis), should accord exactly with what it argues; there is no extraction of general properties
         from individual instances. Rather, the arrangement is itself the universal, and is, in itself, precisely identical to the meaning fashioned by
         the arrangement of the individual moments. That is to say, the universal is formed
         by the pressing against one another, and the drawing apart from one another, of the
         elements. 
      

      
      Adorno’s idea of a material logic is, I am suggesting, very close to the notion of
         désécriture that, Finck argues, helps to make sense of Bonnefoy’s understanding of discursive
         composition. Adorno’s idea of a “syllogism without concept or judgment” (AT 205, 136), like Bonnefoy’s poetics, wants to condense the arrangement so that the
         transitions take on a material density. A syllogism, sullogismon, was identified by Aristotle with deduction, and a deduction is an argument where,
         if the premises q and p are true, then something else, r, must also be true (irrespective, of course, of the actual truth of q and p).[36]   The basic form of syllogistic deduction goes: all A’s are B’s, all B’s are C’s, therefore all A’s are C’s. What, then, does Adorno mean when he talks of a syllogism that operates “without
         concept or judgment”? This is where, I think, the striving for material density in
         poetic composition can help us to see what is at stake in this idea. The first part,
         “without concept,” points to a way of presenting individual items that interrupts
         the easy subsumption of the item under a general rule. It is the dislocation of syntax
         that is crucial in this regard, since it is this dislocation and disruption that breaks
         the smooth identification of an item of experience with a general term. The general
         term, that is to say, sends us back to the singular item, rather than standing in for it. The general term becomes more like an image that illuminates what it describes by
         juxtaposition rather than through a rule. It is this idea of the general term that
         is exemplified in Rimbaud’s “Mais que salubre est le vent!” (But how healthful the wind is!) from “la rivière de Cassis.”[37]   The wind is not here placed under the class of things that are “healthful”; its
         healthfulness rather redirects us back to the unique constellation of qualities of
         the wind at the edge of this river. Part of the effect here is also the use of a general
         term that ruptures our expectations of what should be the appropriate classificatory context for this item, so that “healthful” sets
         off a dissonance between experience and the general that makes us look more closely
         at the texture of the words. If individual items of experience can then be imbued
         with meaning without (the subsumptive use of) concepts, the notion of a syllogism
         “without judgment” directs us to now these individual items are to be combined. The
         relation that Adorno is invoking with this idea is one where the necessity that links
         items together is one that is unique, as far as possible, to this particular relationship or, that is to say, is inseparable from the material qualities of these two items
         of experience. It is a materially motivated rather than a logically (which means,
         an externally) motivated transition. 
      

      
      4. Conclusion

      
      I have described the idea of the open as a reflective turn in thinking that redirects
         thinking toward the material qualities of meaning. Whereas Heidegger’s notion of the
         open emphasizes the idea of linguistic disclosure, Adorno draws on Rilke’s idea of
         the open as a disenchanting of words, which reverses their magical separation from
         the sensuous properties of things. Adorno’s claim that “comprehension occurs only
         when the concept transcends what it wants to grasp” (AT 488, 330) emphasizes the idea that openness to exteriority is integral to genuine
         conceptual comprehension. Adorno’s reference to the “open and uncovered realm” in
         Negative Dialectic occurs in a section of the book subtitled Das Schwindelerregende, referring to something that causes dizziness or giddiness (ND 42–45). In this conception of the open, it is not the linguistic disclosure of a world,
         but rather the disclosure of the dependence of conceptual meaning on a non-conceptual,
         material element that enters the text through the arrangement, rather than as an identifiable
         conceptual content. The point I am making here is quite close to Düttman’s claim that
         “[t]hinking is essentially exaggeration to the extent that it opens up and discloses
         a world.”[38]   Düttman’s idea of exaggeration as disclosure begins with the insight that every
         thought is more than a mere copying or correspondence with something. Only when thinking
         and truth are “carried beyond themselves,” Düttman argues, and “exposed to madness
         and delusion,” do they genuinely deserve to be called thinking.[39]   This formulation recalls once more Plato’s idea that thought is only genuinely
         such when it risks the possibility of madness. The exposure to madness represents
         the capacity of thought to draw into its movement the experiential conditions of its
         own formation. Rather than merely representing or corresponding to something, thought
         makes visible the experiential conditions that determine the meaning of concepts.
         As I shall argue in chapter 5, this is the key idea behind Adorno’s interpretation
         of Kantian and Hegelian philosophy. Through what we might call his metaphorical exaggerations,
         Kant discloses the experiential truth about bourgeois freedom as a form of coercion.
         This will turn out to be the truth hidden in the untruth of Kant’s philosophy of freedom.
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      Chapter 4

      Language and Aesthetic Experience

      
         
         
      

      
      1. Introduction

      
      In his essay, “The End of Aesthetic Experience,”[1]   Richard Shusterman notes the decline of the concept of aesthetic experience in
         contemporary philosophy of art. A central aspect of this decline, he suggests, stems
         from the distrust about identifying an artwork on the basis of its capacity to provide
         pleasure, or to stimulate an emotive response. This in turn, he argues, reflects the
         anaesthetic impulse of the avant-garde, as well as the transition to an information
         based society. Yet he notes Adorno’s belonging to a counter-tradition, one for which
         “the concept of experience is crucial for the philosophy of art.”[2]   Furthermore, what is crucial for this experience is that it has the capacity to
         “transform the subject,” thereby suggesting “new avenues of emancipation and a renewed
         promesse de Bonheur more potent that simply pleasure.” This is an insightful analysis, as it identifies
         the central importance of aesthetic experience, for Adorno, in terms of its transformative
         force, its capacity to dislodge the subject’s stance toward experience, displacing,
         or temporarily suspending, the habitual workings of its interpretive schemes vis à vis experience. Aesthetic experience is not, for Adorno, conceived in terms of pleasure.
         In this respect, he will veer away sharply from the Kantian framework which, in other
         important respects, is retained in his account. Most importantly, Adorno’s conception
         of aesthetic experience as a self-reflective movement within thinking, which makes
         us aware of the process at work in the exercise of our cognitive capacities, draws
         on essential features of Kant’s idea of aesthetic judgment. 
      

      
      In the first part of this chapter, I shall attempt to convey Adorno’s account of the
         social-critical force of the artwork. In doing so, I shall distinguish my perspective
         from that of Menke and Zuidevaart. The crucial feature of my interpretation is that
         it equates art’s social-critical potential with its capacity to engender a transformative
         experience in the self, one that temporarily releases it from its adherence to the
         defensive mechanisms of the rational subject. The critical force of aesthetic experience,
         I argue, derives from its power to allow the self to experience the violence of its
         own formation as the rational subject. Once again, we will see that what is fundamentally
         at stake in the artwork is a striving to recover non-commodified experience. Adorno
         describes this experience as requiring what he calls a “co-performance” of the artwork.
         This is distinguished from the conception of the work as a collection of pleasurable
         moments, and also from the hermeneutic reduction of the work to an instantiation of
         an idea. Drawing on the argument of the previous chapter, I shall argue here that
         co-performance re-enacts the emergence of sense from the arrangement of the material
         elements of the work. By this re-enactment of the emergence of sense, the artwork
         is able to disclose the conflicts and antagonisms that vitiate the possibility of
         real reconciliation, and which reveal art’s reconciliation of matter and form, of
         subject and object, to be semblance. The failure of the work, the dissolving of its
         promise of reconciliation into its constitutive underlying antagonisms, becomes a
         self-reflection of the historical conditions of experience that can only permit violent
         and conflictual forms of synthesis. In the final section, I turn to the analysis of
         the sublime in Adorno’s aesthetics. Adorno associates the sublime with an important
         moment of aesthetic experience that Adorno calls convulsion (Erschütterung). Convulsion requires a contemplative subject strong enough to withstand his or her
         own collapse or dissolution; it is the moment when the rational subject recognizes
         its own formation in the violent renunciation of nature. In the experience of the
         sublime, then, the subject is able to experience the risk of losing itself, without
         objectively risking itself. The collapse of the self, like the promised reconciliation
         in the artwork, is semblance—it is rehearsed in the co-performance of the artwork, but the subject is still there once the performance
         is finished. This is not, of course, a criticism of art. It is the social-historical
         absence of the possibility of genuine reconciliation that is responsible for art’s
         impotence rather than vice versa. 
      

      
      2. Kant on Aesthetic Experience

      
      In the first introduction to the Critique of Judgment, Kant defines an “aesthetic judgment of reflection” as a judgment in which the faculties
         of imagination and the understanding are in a type of harmony or attunement with one
         another that is productive for cognition in general (KU 33–34). In “mere” reflection, Kant writes, it is the faculties of imagination (the
         faculty of presentation) and understanding (the faculty of concepts) that are in a
         relation that is productive of cognition in general, and the object occasioning this
         relation in the subject can then be said to be purposive for the subject. What Kant
         means by the latter claim is that the object is not judged purposive through the application
         of a concept, which would determine a purpose in the object. Rather, the object is
         judged as purposive for a certain relation of the faculties of the subject, namely one that is productive
         of the possibility of cognition in general. In an aesthetic judgment that one finds
         something pleasurable, in other words, the judgment, “this is beautiful,” refers to
         a relation of the faculties in the subject, and the feeling of pleasure attendant
         upon this feeling, rather than a determination of the object. A little further on
         in the first introduction, Kant claims that an aesthetic reflective judgment occurs
         when the power of judgment holds the power of imagination and the understanding in
         a relation that as such constitutes “the subjective, merely sensate (empfindbare) condition of the objective employment of the power of judgment (namely the mutual
         attunement [Zusammenstimmung] of those two faculties in relation to one another)” (KU 37). The feeling of pleasure in an aesthetic judgment, Kant is saying, is itself the
         subject’s own awareness of this mutually productive relation between the cognitive
         faculties. In the feeling of pleasure, then, the subject becomes reflexively aware
         of being in a state that is the subjective condition of any possible cognitive encounter
         with the world. Later, in the troublesome section nine of the third Critique, Kant
         talks of the powers of cognition as being in a “free play” in aesthetic judgment (KU § 9). This is intended to contrast with the relation of these faculties in objective
         cognition, where the imagination schematizes intuition in order to enable the application
         of a specific concept. In free play, on the other hand, we have a “subjective relation
         that is befitting for the possibility of cognition as such (diese zum Erkenntnis überhaupt schickliche subjective Verhältnis).” The pleasure in an aesthetic judgment, Kant asserts in this section of the third
         Critique, follows from our reflexive awareness that we are subjectively in such a
         state.
      

      
      In section 12 of the analytic of the beautiful, Kant distinguishes the pleasure of
         aesthetic experience from the form of pleasure accessible to the faculty of desire
         (where it appears as the feeling of respect attached to the concept of freedom), and
         from the pleasure that adheres to the agreeable, that is, to what attracts us as sensuous
         beings. What distinguishes aesthetic pleasure from the former, Kant argues, is that
         it does not have an interest in the existence of the object. That is to say, it does
         not have a practical interest. Kant puts this by saying that the pleasure of the beautiful
         is bloss kontemplativ, merely contemplative. Interestingly, however, it is also said to be different from
         the kind of passive-contemplative reception of the object that characterizes sensuous
         pleasure. In case of aesthetic pleasure, Kant stresses, the faculties of the subject
         are busy. Instead of functioning merely as receptacles of stimuli (as in the case
         of pleasure in what is agreeable), the faculties are actively at work in a way that
         constantly reinforces and builds on the preceding levels of activity. The accumulation
         of sense-making activity only offers additional impetus for an even greater degree
         of immersion in the object of contemplation. It is within this seeming paradox of
         an active form of contemplation that Kant reaches (and then shies back from) the limits
         of the experience of pleasure. The core of this idea of passive contemplation is articulated
         in this same section where Kant describes aesthetic experience as a form of lingering,
         a Verweilen.
      

      
          [This pleasure] involves an inherent causality, that, namely, of maintaining the
            state of the representation itself and the active engagement of the cognitive powers
            without any further aim. We dwell on [weilen bei] the contemplation of the beautiful because this contemplation strengthens and reproduces
            itself. The case is analogous to (but not the same as) that type of lingering [derjenigen Verweilung] in which an allure [Reiz] in the representation of an object keeps arresting the attention, the mind all the
            while remaining passive (KU § 12). 
         

      

      Aesthetic lingering is “not the same” as the way the mind is attracted to a stimulus
         which fascinates it because, in the former case, Kant is saying, the object serves
         as a cue for an activity that occurs within the relation of the cognitive faculties.
         Kant refers to this condition of the subject as a Belebung, a “quickening” of the faculties whereby they seem to be animated by their own enjoyment
         of themselves, rather than being pressed into the service of making the world cognitively
         accessible. This is the point at which Adorno will veer away from the Kantian account.
         Adorno will claim that aesthetic lingering does not engender a feeling of pleasure
         from the accord of the faculties. Instead of being turned inward toward the subject’s
         feeling of cognitive accord, lingering initiates a movement outwards towards the object,
         in which the subject, at the same time, is able to reflect on itself as it constructs the object in cognitive terms. Lingering allows the subject to experience
         itself as it constitutes itself as the discursive subject, and thereby, it experiences
         the extinguishing of the material dependence of meaning, the movement which grounds
         the possibility of its own discursive constitution.
      

      
      This shift from the Kantian framework is most clearly expressed in Adorno’s use of
         verbs such as erlöschen (literally, to expire or to extinguish) and verschwinden (to disappear), in Aesthetic Theory, to describe what happens to the subject in the process of aesthetic experience.
         The Kantian framework is still in evidence in the idea that the cognitive import of
         the experience of the artwork is not to be conceived as an extension of our existing
         knowledge. Rather, aesthetic experience allows the subject to experience itself as
         it is at work in synthesizing experience. However, instead of representing, as it
         does for Kant, the assurance of the knowability of nature for the subject, and hence
         serving as a confirmation of the accord of the subject’s cognitive powers with nature,
         Adorno understands aesthetic experience as enacting, and thus allowing the subject
         to become aware of, the coercive forms of synthesis that constitute cognition. The
         subject disappears into the work because, rather than functioning as the ordering
         center of experience, it experiences the process of its own formation as subject.
         At the same time, by enacting forms of conceptual synthesis without actually being,
         itself, a form of cognition, the artwork, the vehicle of aesthetic experience, provides
         a space for the development of new and transformed uses of concepts, and forms of
         cognition which are not marked by coercive synthesis. 
      

      
      3. The Social-Critical Import of Aesthetic Experience

      
      In his work on what he calls Adorno’s concept of aesthetic negativity, Christoph Menke
         has provided an invaluable interpretation of Adorno’s understanding of aesthetic experience,
         focusing on how, for Adorno, the artwork enacts a subversion of the expectation of
         understanding which is at the same time incited by the work itself.[3]   Adorno’s negative aesthetics, Menke argues, provides a “two-stage description of
         aesthetic experience: as an attempt at understanding, and as the negation of this
         attempt.”[4]    In the second chapter of his book, Menke explicates this idea by way of semiotic
         theory. Cognition, Menke argues here, usually occurs as the process of automatic identification,
         which he defines as a process which “ends in a meaning-establishing decision about
         which properties of a meaning-conveying material signify.”[5]   It is, he suggests, a process of identification in Adorno’s sense, since it “selects
         the traits of a material thing that are relevant to meaning and in this way makes
         it into a signifier.” In the attempt to make sense of an aesthetic object, however,
         the smoothly functioning linkages that generate meaning no longer work in the way
         they do in ordinary understanding. The movement from the material element to the extraction
         of sense is resisted by an equally persistent counter movement, where sense is pulled
         back to the material ground from which it wants to float free. Menke speaks of a vacillation,
         in which “the signifier trembles aesthetically between the two poles that it holds
         together when it is automatically formed: that of the material and that of meaning.”
         This must be understood as a movement, a happening, within the encounter with the
         aesthetic object. In this encounter, we attempt to carry out the process of automatic
         understanding, the seamless integration of the material element into the realm of
         sense. But, in this attempt, Menke argues, we sense the resistance of the material
         to the process of signifier formation. 
      

      
      Menke is emphasizing the connection between this conception and the role of aesthetic
         experience as an immanent critique of the discursive construction of meaning, when
         he speaks of this process within the aesthetic as an effort to form meaning-bearing
         elements processually rather than subsumptively. This means that meaning is constructed
         in the case of an aesthetic object by the work of attempting to put the material elements
         in relation to one another, in a movement that Menke speaks of as the perpetual deferral
         of the expectation of meaning. The resistance to sense-making redirects attention
         back to the material relations among the elements of the work, tying the work of sense-making
         to the unique arrangement of the material elements. What happens, then, is that the
         understanding is constantly disrupted in its attempt to separate meaning from the
         material features of the work, and hence is caught in a constant vacillation between
         the two. This explains what Menke identifies as the key feature of aesthetic experience
         on Adorno’s view, namely the process of the constant disruption of the understanding
         in its striving to make sense out of the object, where “make sense” means the extraction
         of a fixed and transferable signification, one, that is, that can carry significance
         independently of the material qualities of the object. 
      

      
      Lambert Zuidervaart has argued that Menke’s view of Adorno’s account of aesthetic
         experience does not come to terms with the “transformative potential” of Adorno’s
         notion of artistic practice.[6]   What concerns Zuidervaart is that the idea of the subversive function of aesthetic
         experience in relation to rationality cannot capture the emancipatory potential of
         aesthetic autonomy
      

      
          [I]t is fundamentally mistaken to interpret Adorno as attributing art’s deconstructive
            potential simply to its capacity for aesthetic negativity. To the extent that art
            in its modern differentiated condition throws rational discourses into “permanent
            crisis,” it does so by expressing unmet needs and unfulfilled desires in ways that
            not only recall the limits of rationality’s achievements but also suggest both the
            hope and the possibility of surpassing those limits.[7]   
         

      

      Zuidervaart’s main concern is about the social-critical role of art, which, he suggests,
         is eviscerated by Menke’s focus on aesthetic experience as a subversion of rationality.
         He equates this social-critical capacity with art’s transformative power, and he consequently
         suggests that Menke’s aesthetic negativity does not do justice to this transformative
         ambition in Adorno’s view of the utopian potential of modern art. 
      

      
      Zuidervaart’s criticism misses the mark because it appears to locate art’s transformative
         potential in its semantic powers of expression, its capacity to express the “unmet
         needs and unfulfilled desires” that are suppressed within the prevailing, instrumental
         rationality that is the governing logic of the social order. To really see what is
         at stake in Adorno’s view of the social-critical capacity of the artwork, we need
         to focus, not on what it expresses, but on the experience which the self undergoes in the course of trying
         to make sense of an aesthetic object. There is, at least, a potential social-critical
         component to the idea of aesthetic negativity, but to see this, we must focus on what
         happens to the self in aesthetic experience. For Adorno, the social import of art
         is not to be found in the capacity of its communicative content to provide instruction
         on social change; it concerns rather the power of the work to engender a transformative
         experience in the self, one that temporarily releases the self from its commitment
         to the rational subject and its role in reproducing social domination. Zuidervaart
         perceptively notes that Menke’s semiotic account of aesthetic experience as preserving
         the disjunction between material and the sign has “simply updated Kant’s claim that
         judgments of taste do not apply definite concepts to objects and do not rely on a
         conceptually mediated interest in an object’s existence,” yet he goes on to say that,
         never himself having found Kant’s account persuasive, he is not convinced by Menke’s
         strategy for differentiating between aesthetic and nonaesthetic experience.[8]   This is significant because, as I have suggested, the transformative power of Adorno’s
         view of aesthetic experience does turn on the way it re-imagines Kant’s account of
         aesthetic lingering as the disappearance of the self into the work, allowing the self
         to experience the violence of its own formation as the discursive subject. Although
         he does not emphasize the self-reflective potential of aesthetic experience, Robert
         Kaufman has also argued for the importance of the link between Adorno’s view of art’s
         social-critical capacity and Kant’s view of reflective judgment. He argues that the
         aesthetic serves, on Adorno’s view, as an imaginative space for the construction of
         new concepts. With its “quasiconceptual and quasisocial character,” according to Kaufman,
         “the aesthetic can provide a prerequisite of critical thought by offering formal means
         spontaneously to develop the materials for new . . . concepts.” This, he argues, can
         enable us to glimpse “previously obscured aspects of substantive social reality,”
         making areas of modern life available to perception as if for the first time.[9]  
      

      
      Kaufman’s reading is right, I think, in so far as it sketches an idea of the critical
         function of aesthetic experience as deriving from its modeling, within its own arrangement,
         the possibility of a transformed practice. This is why Adorno refers to art as the
         plenipotentiary or “placeholder” of a better practice, rather than, itself, the instructional
         manual for the model of a transformed practice (AT 26, 12). Adorno states that art is equally the “critique of praxis as the rule of
         brutal self-preservation at the heart of the status quo and in its service.” These
         roles of placeholder and critique are closely related, since it is through its capacity
         to disclose the operation of the rule of self-preservation that the artwork is able
         to show the non-necessary nature of the prevailing form of conceptuality. Aesthetic
         experience, then, occurs as a self-reflective process that turns discursive or conceptual
         cognition towards an acknowledgment of what it does, in the course of its ordinary
         use of concepts in the organizing of experience. 
      

      
      In order to make sense of the social-critical import of aesthetic experience for Adorno,
         it is essential to see how that experience draws the self into a movement of self-reflection,
         which has the potential to radically transform the perspective on everyday practice
         and, at the same time, to prepare the self for non-violent or non-coercive ways of
         entering into relation with the nonconceptual. Rather than trying to reconstruct this
         movement in semiotic terms however, as Menke does, I want to focus on what happens
         to the self in the course of aesthetic experience. It is helpful to begin with the
         more accessible account of aesthetic experience in Adorno’s 1958/9 lectures on aesthetics
         at the University of Frankfurt. The key term that Adorno uses in this account is the
         word Mitvollzug, meaning “co-performance.” Thus mitvollzug refers to the engagement of the spectator who co-performs or enacts the process that
         is taking place in the aesthetic object. Adorno writes that “die ästhetische Erfahrung eben wesentlich darin besteht, daß man an diesem Vollzug
            teilhat, daß man das Kunstwerk mitvollzieht, indem man in dem Kunstwerk darin ist,
            daß man . . . darin lebt” (“aesthetic experience consists precisely in the fact that one participates in this
         performance, that one co-performs the artwork, in so far as one is inside the artwork,
         as one. . . dwells within it” (Ä 188)). This co-performance is not, Adorno goes on to clarify, to be understood in
         the usual sense in which an artwork (a musical score, say) is performed. It is a “spiritual,
         an imaginary performance, an act of hewing closely to the artwork, to the inner spiritual
         co-performance of that which, as a sensuous appearance, actually distinguishes the
         artwork” (Ä 189). Adorno wants to distinguish this idea of co-performance from two other ways
         of relating to the artwork. These two alternatives represent the two dirempted poles
         of the concept in its alienated state that we have encountered before. 
      

      
      The first of these identifies aesthetic experience through its capacity to provide
         enjoyment. What lies behind this idea, Adorno suggests, is a passive relation to the
         object, in which the self behaves like a consumer. This is because the object must
         be encountered as composed out of individual moments each of which can be isolated
         and valued as the bearer of a particular quantity of pleasure. For Adorno, the dominance
         of this idea reflects the social debasement of aesthetic experience as a kind of ersatz
         satisfaction for the impossibility of happiness within late capitalist society. It
         represents a de-aestheticization of art, on Adorno’s view, because it turns the aesthetic
         object into a means which is valued according to the quantity of satisfaction it provides
         to the spectator/consumer. What is important here is that, from this perspective,
         it is impossible for the work challenge or engage the spectator, hence no process
         of self-transformation can get off the ground. The spectator brings a set of preferences
         (his or her “taste”) to the encounter with the work, which is then judged according
         to how well it satisfies those pre-established preferences. Adorno is thinking here,
         in particular, of the formulaic construction of products in the culture industry,
         where, typically, certain standard patterns for the engendering of effects in spectators
         are employed. The use of these standard patterns confirms the spectator’s expectation
         that the work should serve as a vehicle for the extraction of pleasure, and at the
         same time confirms the spectator’s own sense of what makes a work pleasurable. Such
         standard patterns are, for instance, the use of melodic hooks in popular music which
         provide an isolable, repeatable instance of pleasure for the listener, or the formulaic
         twists of a plot in a novel or film which confirm the spectator’s sense of what to
         expect from a work, and allow the spectator to extract an anticipated pleasure from
         the appearance of a pre-categorized, formulaic element. 
      

      
      In contrast to the identification of aesthetic experience with enjoyment, Adorno argues
         that the aesthetic experience of the work does not immediately offer enjoyment in
         the encounter with its individual moments. He contrasts this idea of enjoyment, Genuß, with happiness, Glück, which Adorno identifies here as the genuine subjective moment of aesthetic experience.
         The capacity to engender this sense of happiness depends, Adorno writes, on whether
         the artwork succeeds in “thus drawing one into itself [einen so in sich hineinzuziehen] . . . that it makes one go along on the tracks that it has itself prescribed” (Ä 192). Before looking more closely at this, it is necessary to differentiate co-performance
         from the second, mistaken conception of aesthetic experience. Whereas the perspective
         of enjoyment reduces the elements of the work to bearers of a quantity of satisfaction,
         eliminating their capacity to challenge the self undergoing the experience, the hermeneutic
         conception of the artwork goes to the opposite extreme in conceiving the elements
         as bearers of a significance which can be siphoned off from the sensuous properties,
         and which can be grasped immediately as the work’s meaning. At a deeper level, though,
         the hermeneutic perspective is similar to the conception of enjoyment, in so far as
         it reduces the sensuous elements of the artwork to bearers of a detachable value,
         this time sense, rather than enjoyment, and which is itself indifferent to the singular
         form of its sensuous realization in the artwork itself. Adorno makes this similarity
         explicit when he writes of the hermeneutic approach that it turns the artwork into
         a type of possession (Besitz), through conceiving the attitude of the spectator as one of appropriation (where
         what is appropriated is, of course, the work’s extractable significance). Adorno draws
         out the difference between the hermeneutic approach and the idea of co-performance
         as follows
      

      
         The less one “understands” art, that is to say: the less one brings it under whichever
            abstract universal concepts which are supposedly communicated by it and are hidden
            behind it, the more one gives oneself over to it in the performance, and thus one
            understands it better, performs its context of meaning. . . . To understand an artwork
            precisely does not mean to understand what, so to speak, is hidden behind it, what
            the artwork signifies, but rather to understand the artwork itself, just as it is
            [so wie es ist], thus to understand the logic, which leads from one chord to another, from one color
            to another, from one verse to another (Ä 199). 
         

      

      The distinction Adorno is making here rests on the difference between seeing the work
         as the instantiation of a meaning which can be grasped independently of the work itself,
         and relating to the work as a performance in which meaning emerges, but which is,
         nonetheless, inseparable from the process of its emergence. It is meaning as a detachable,
         independently stateable content, and meaning as something that happens, that is “performed”
         in the constructive operations that are employed by the self as it arranges or composes
         the sensuous elements of the work’s material surface. In the later Aesthetic Theory, Adorno talks of the resistance of the work to the operations of the understanding
         as its Rätselcharakter or enigmatic character. The notion of the enigma, as Peter Hohendahl has argued,
         “challenges traditional hermeneutics, which operates with the assumption of a possible
         disclosure of meaning.”[10]   The enigmatic character of the work cannot be dissolved by the work of understanding,
         but is rather essential to the manner in which meaning is experienced in the process
         of its emergence in the work. It is a feature of the inseparability of sense from
         its material inscription, in which the attempt to detach the work’s significance from
         its material composition is resisted by the work itself, which draws the understanding
         back towards the arrangement of the sensuous elements themselves. 
      

      
      This account should recall Menke’s description of the way in which the aesthetic object
         subverts the expectation of meaning, provoking an interminable process of vacillation
         between the poles of material and sign. However, the most striking feature of Adorno’s
         description occurs in his account of what happens to the self in this process, and
         this is, in fact, crucial to understanding Adorno’s association of aesthetic experience
         with happiness, rather than pleasure. Adorno speaks in the lectures of an Enthobenwerden aus der alltäglichen Sphäre (a being raised out of the everyday sphere) in aesthetic experience (Ä 193). There occurs an alienation from the alienated world through the manner in which
         the self is drawn into the work, finding itself assimilated into a process of the
         construction of meaning that is incommensurable to the ordering of experience from
         the standpoint of the constituting subject. Adorno refers to this genuine sense of
         aesthetic experience, in which the self is drawn into the interior of the life of
         the artwork, as encompassing “moments of breakthrough,” which are not enjoyment, but
         rather moments of “being overwhelmed, of self-forgetfulness, of the extinguishing
         of the subject” (Ä 196–7). Adorno will use similar language in the first introduction to Aesthetic Theory, where he speaks of aesthetic experience as “breaking through” the “spell of obstinate
         self-preservation,” as the “model of a state of consciousness in which the I no longer
         has its happiness in its interests” (AT 515, 346). The happiness associated with aesthetic experience is, for Adorno, intrinsic
         to these moments in which the subject is extinguished, in which, that is, it senses
         the momentary suspension of its role as constituting subject. The happiness of aesthetic
         experience emerges in this moment, where the self becomes aware of the possibility
         (but not the actuality) of a transformed relation to experience. 
      

      
      As a co-performance, aesthetic experience engages the self not only in understanding
         the work, but in enacting the emergence of sense itself from the arrangement of the
         material elements of the work. Thus the crucial, self-reflective turn afforded by
         aesthetic experience occurs through its capacity to enact what happens in the process
         of understanding. But it is at this point that Menke and Zuidervaart both miss how
         it is precisely here, in the work’s subversion of understanding, that the artwork’s
         social-critical function can be discerned. For what Menke refers to as subversion
         expands, in this self-reflective turn, into a disclosure of the conflicts and antagonisms
         within the existing social order. In the co-performance of the work, the spectator
         enacts the process in which the sensuous elements coalesce into an arrangement that
         is the emergence of the work’s sense. But this is not only, as Menke suggests, the
         subversion of rationality, it is the process in which the artwork is able to unfold
         the historical conditions of its own construction. These conditions enter the work,
         not as content, but rather through the internal process in which the sensuous elements
         are arranged into a unity at the level of form. Therefore, in co-performing the work,
         the spectator is able to discern what happens to these elements in the construction
         of the work as a whole. The price of the elements in the work becoming knowable is
         the coercion they undergo in their subordination to the imperatives of the work. This
         is in fact Adorno’s crucial claim about the social import of the artwork, and it links
         directly the idea of the work as an enactment of the emergence of meaning, and the
         social-critical function of the work.
      

      
      Adorno establishes this connection in the section “On the Theory of the Artwork” in
         Aesthetic Theory. Adorno elaborates here on the nature of the artwork as an immanent process, that
         is, a movement which is enacted in the co-performance of the spectator.[11]   The role of the spectator of the artwork is then to release that movement, by reading
         the finished work back into the process by which it came to be:
      

      
         Through contemplative immersion the immanent processual quality of the work is set
            free. By speaking, it becomes something that moves in itself. Whatever in the artifact
            may be called the unity of its meaning is not static but processual, the enactment
            of antagonisms that each work necessarily has in itself (AT 262, 176). 
         

      

      Adorno associates what he calls the processual character of the artwork with the relation
         between the whole and the parts within it. The parts, Adorno claims, are not static
         elements; they are rather “centers of energy that strain towards the whole on the
         basis of a necessity that they equally preform” (AT 266, 178). In releasing the parts into their immanent process, contemplative immersion
         rehearses the conflicts and tensions below the surface of the work, which refuse the
         expectation of a harmonious and unified meaning. In recognizing the failure of the
         work’s claim to unity, the spectator becomes aware of the “gaping divergence” between
         the individual elements and the totality, which “tears meaning apart.” And it is here
         that the work’s refusal to offer up its meaning to interpretation coincides with the
         disclosure of the social at the heart of the work itself. 
      

      
      In Aesthetic Theory, Adorno describes the form of the artwork as the “nonviolent synthesis of the diffuse
         that nevertheless preserves it as what it is in its divergences and contradictions”
         (AT 216, 143). This provides us with the essential clue to the disclosure of social truth
         in aesthetic experience. Since the artwork allows the sensuous elements to unfold
         themselves without forcing them into a particular frame of comprehension, the “nonviolent
         synthesis” preserves the dissonances and conflicts within the elements. By allowing
         those conflicts to find a voice within the work, it is able bring the suffering of
         those elements within the whole to expression. Adorno notes that “if a gapless and
         unforced unity of form and the formed succeeded, as is intended by the idea of form,
         this would amount to the achievement of the identity of the identical and the nonidentical”
         (AT 219, 146). A totally harmonious integration of the elements through the constructive
         operations of form, Adorno is saying, would only be possible if those elements admitted,
         of themselves, a seamless insertion into the whole. It would presuppose, in other
         words, a genuine reconciliation in reality. The real, disclosive force of the artwork
         derives from the way it is able to hold fast to both the striving for unity and, by
         hewing closely to the expressive impulses of the sensuous elements, the resistance
         of those elements to the demands of construction. The vacillation that Menke describes
         between material and sign has its deeper significance here, in the process of the
         striving to raise the elements to the eloquence of form and, on the other hand, the
         resistance of those elements to the structure of significance imposed on them at the
         level of form. It is this conflict that Adorno is referring to when he speaks of the
         processual nature of the artwork, and the point of co-performance is to re-enact that
         conflict, by following the expressive tendencies of the elements to the point where
         their divergence from the demands of synthesis becomes apparent. What is critical
         here is to maintain both sides of this tension in their nonidentity. The co-performance
         of the work allows the spectator to experience, from within, so to speak, what happens
         to sensuous elements in the habitual operations of discursive thinking. In the ordinary
         workings of the discursive synthesis of experience, we are only ever aware of the
         result, that is, the forms through which elements are rendered knowable, and the elements
         as they are constituted within the forms of discursive thinking. In aesthetic co-performance,
         we experience the nonidentity that is usually covered over by the appearance of unity
         of concept and thing. 
      

      
      Adorno emphasizes the self-reflective nature of aesthetic experience when he writes
         in the first introduction to Aesthetic Theory that “[t]he knowledge of artworks is guided by their own cognitive constitution: They
         are the form of knowledge that is not knowledge of an object” (AT 516, 347). Instead of comprising the knowledge of objects, the enactment of the work’s
         interior process gives us knowledge of what happens in the process of knowing itself.
         We rehearse, in aesthetic experience, the silencing of the individual elements that
         occurs in the preparing of particulars for the entry into discursive forms. As a “nonviolent”
         synthesis, the artwork is able to bring this process to expression, by making visible
         the conflict between the expressive tendencies of the elements and the striving at
         the level of form to shape the elements into a coherent structure of meaning. From
         Adorno’s point of the view, the hermeneutic approach to the artwork cannot capture
         this inherently processual nature of the work, since it equates the meaning of a work
         with the significance it acquires when it is made comprehensible by the work of understanding.
         But, for Adorno, the real disclosive force of the work takes place below this level,
         where, in the interior of the work, the tension is being played out between the effort
         to make raise the work into the sphere of understanding, and the resistance to that
         attempt by the conflictual tendencies of the elements themselves. 
      

      
      I suggested that the capacity of the work to disclose social truths depends upon the
         preserving of the divergences and contradictions in its interior process. This interior
         process delivers up its social substance in the philosophical interpretation of aesthetic
         experience. This brings us to the crucial but troublesome claim in Aesthetic Theory about the relation between the artwork and philosophy. Adorno’s claim that “[a]esthetic
         experience is not genuine experience unless it becomes philosophy” (AT 197, 131). The claim is not, as it is often misunderstood to be, a variant of the
         Hegelian subordination of art within the unfolding system of speculative truth. Jean-Marie
         Schaeffer, in his influential interpretation of what he calls the speculative theory
         of art, has sought to assimilate Adorno to this tradition on the basis, largely, of
         this claim in Aesthetic Theory about the convergence of philosophy and art. Schaeffer argues that Adorno’s point
         here is that “[t]he progressively unfolding truth of a work of art is none other than
         the truth of the philosophical concept.”[12]   If this were the case, it would of course be disastrous for Adorno’s claim that
         the disclosive force of the artwork depends on its co-performance, which cannot be
         raised without loss into the sphere of conceptual truth. Adorno’s claim is not that
         philosophy raises the artwork into the realm of conceptual truth. Rather, we must
         understand philosophical interpretation as seeking to understand the work’s resistance
         to interpretation, and this means, seeking to understanding the impossibility of raising
         aesthetic experience into the truth of the philosophical concept. Philosophy rescues
         the truth content of the artwork precisely by making thought aware of the nonidentity
         between what happens in the artwork as process, and the explication of this process
         in the language of the concept. Adorno’s claim that “society inheres in the truth
         content” tells us, moreover, that we are to understand this failure of the work of
         interpretation to be a consequence of the tendency of its elements to express the
         unresolved conflicts permeating the social order. Thus, in understanding why the work
         resists being raised into the realm of conceptual truth, we come upon the distinctive
         expressive force of the sensuous elements in the artwork, which resides in the capacity
         to imitate prevailing lines of social conflict. In interpreting the work’s refusal
         of intelligibility, then, philosophy makes explicit how that refusal allows the work
         to express the contours of suffering within society. This refusal allows the work
         to function as an expression of society’s antagonistic nature, and it is this social
         truth which is wrested from the work in philosophical interpretation. 
      

      
      Adorno’s claim about the need for aesthetic experience to become philosophy is not
         a speculative theory of art, then, because it recognizes the nonidentity of aesthetic
         experience and the comprehension of this experience in philosophical terms. What philosophical
         interpretation must do, then, is not to express the truth of the work as a conceptual
         truth. Rather, its task is to understand the experience of its own failure, the failure
         that it undergoes in the co-performance of the work. What philosophical interpretation
         is called on to accomplish is an understanding of itself, that it can only succeed,
         as discursive thinking, by suppressing the expressive tendencies of the sensuous elements
         within the artwork. In doing so, it recognizes the violence underlying discursive
         synthesis. At the same time, philosophy is able to draw from its interpretation of
         the artwork a recognition of the social-historical conditions of its failure. The
         ordering of particulars through form, in the artwork, is not purely and simply an
         imitation of the social ordering and classifying of particulars. The artwork is able
         to bring to expression the silencing of particulars through social forms. Art becomes
         entangled in the guilt context of the living, Adorno writes, “not only because its
         distance allows the guilt context to prevail but even more importantly because it
         makes incisions in the living in order to help it to language” (AT 217, 144). He also writes that, in so far as art synthesizes, it “damages what is
         synthesized, and thus the synthesis” (AT 221, 147). This may seem at odds with Adorno’s comment about art being a form of nonviolent
         synthesis, however what Adorno has in mind with the “nonviolent” part is that the
         artwork, in damaging particulars, at the same time shows, or registers that damage; it brings to awareness the cost of discursive synthesis
         for the expressive possibilities of the particulars that fall under it. This means
         that aesthetic experience must be seen, on Adorno’s view, as the site of the self-reflection
         of philosophy.[13]   It is in its interpretation of aesthetic experience that philosophy reaches an
         awareness about itself as discursive thinking. I want to pursue this idea of the self-reflective
         quality of aesthetic experience in the next section on Adorno’s interpretation of
         the sublime.
      

      
      4. The Convulsion of the Subject in the Sublime

      
      According to Adorno, Albrecht Wellmer writes, “the sublime is a modification, an intensification
         of the beautiful, not its actual negation as in Kant.”[14]   My reading of the sublime and its centrality to aesthetic experience is close to
         Tom Huhn’s perceptive account of the Kantian account of the sublime and its relation
         to what he refers to as a taking pleasure in domination.[15]   In the sublime, he suggests, nature “is accorded power in order for subjectivity
         to stage itself as dominant over it.”[16]   Kant makes a number of introductory distinctions, in the first section of the Analytic
         of the Sublime, between judgments of the sublime and of the beautiful. He claims,
         firstly, that in contrast to beauty, which concerns the form of the object, the sublime
         is associated with a formlessness and absence of limitation (KU § 23). This is the basis for Kant’s claim that the experience of the sublime comprises
         the imagination’s striving to present an idea of reason, and not, as in the case of
         the beautiful, its interaction with the understanding. Secondly, Kant suggests that
         the pleasure afforded by the sublime differs from that in the beautiful. The latter,
         he suggests, is akin to a “feeling of the furtherance of life.” It is as though we
         feel empowered by what the beautiful purports to reveal about the suitability of nature
         to our cognitive faculties. In the sublime, however, what we experience is firstly
         a “momentary checking (Hemmung)” of our vital powers, followed by a consequently more powerful outflow (Ergießung) of them. This means, Kant claims, that the sublime is not a “play” like the beautiful,
         but is a sober and serious employment of the understanding. He also identifies this
         experience with a Rührung, a being affected or being touched that seems to reach the subject at a more fundamental
         level than the play of the beautiful. Kant restates the dual nature of the sublime
         in the paradoxical formula of the “negative pleasure” afforded by it. We seem to be
         at the same time attracted towards the object and repelled by it. The object that
         occasions a judgment of the sublime seems to promise us something, it offers us the
         prospect of a certain pleasure. But it repels us at the same time, and precisely because
         the pleasure it offers to us is one that is a threat to our identity as discursively
         constituted subjects. Kant will try to inoculate the subject against this threat by
         associating this negative pleasure with the respect for the moral law, which he will
         claim is occasioned by the object in a judgment of the sublime. Instead of simply,
         as in the beautiful, staging the semblance of our attunement towards nature, the sublime
         can then become a staging of our superiority, Überlegenheit, over nature (KU § 28). 
      

      
      The sublime returns us to the full-blown fear of being overwhelmed by a chaotic nature,
         and it is this fear, furthermore, that underlies the formation of the constituting
         subject. The threat to the identity of the subject is quelled, in the experience of
         the sublime, by the staged assertion of the subject’s independence from nature, which
         allows it to exercise its cognitive powers free of fear. There is a price to be paid
         for this assertion of independence, and hence for the overcoming of fear that Kant
         associates with the sublime. This price is in fact a “sacrifice” (Aufopferung) in which the subject gives up a part of itself in order enjoy its own superiority
         over nature. What is sacrificed, Kant suggests, is the freedom of imagination, which
         now realizes its subordination to the authority of reason. Consequently, in the experience
         of the sublime, the subject is able to take pleasure in reason’s control over nature.
         Here is Kant’s account of this sacrifice:
      

      
         The satisfaction in the sublimity of nature is . . . a feeling of the deprivation
            of the freedom of the imagination through itself, in that it is purposefully determined
            by another law than that of its empirical use. It acquires thereby an expansion and
            power, which surpasses the one it sacrifices; but the basis of this power is hidden
            from it; instead the imagination feels the sacrifice and the deprivation, and at the
            same time the cause, to which it is being subordinated (KU § 29). 
         

      

      What is involved here, as Huhn has claimed, is “an incessant presentation of nature
         as that which necessitates the effacement of the self for the sake of an all-powerful
         self.”[17]   In the discussion of the dynamic sublime, Kant describes this superiority over
         nature as the grounding of a “self-preservation of a completely different kind from
         that which is assailed and brought into danger by the nature outside of us” (KU § 28). This “completely different” kind of self-preservation that Kant describes here
         expresses the sacrifice of self that the subject has to undertake to secure itself
         from the return of the fear of nature in the sublime. The subject sacrifices the possibility
         of its attunement to nature in order to preserve itself as a rational being, where
         it preserves itself precisely by subduing nature for the sake of its own interests
         as a rational subject. 
      

      
      The process that is staged in the sublime is then exactly that which, according to
         the account of the Dialectic of Enlightenment, lies at the origin of the modern rational subject. The “essence of enlightenment,”
         according to that account, “is the alternative whose inescapability is that of domination”
         (DA 49, 32). The alternative is said to be that “[m]en have always had to choose between
         their subjection to nature or the subjection of nature to the self.” Adorno and Horkheimer
         subsequently expand on this idea:
      

      
         The unification of intellectual functions by means of which domination over the senses
            is achieved, the resignation of thinking to the production of unity, means the impoverishment
            of thought as well as of experience, the separation of both realms leaves them both
            damaged (DA 53, 36). 
         

      

      Adorno and Horkheimer are here describing the consequences of the sacrifice of the
         self, which in Kant’s account is the self-sacrifice of the imagination, in terms of
         the decay of the possibilities of experience that follow from the way the conflict
         at the heart of the sublime is resolved in favor of the rational—moral self. There
         are two important issues raised here which go to the center of what is really taking
         place in the sublime as a form of aesthetic experience. The first is that, as is implied
         by Adorno and Horkheimer, the sublime is itself a rehearsal, or a staging, of an experience
         that is embedded in the history of culture. That is to say, the sacrifice of the self
         that it rehearses is one that has come to be part of what it means to be cultured.
         For Adorno, this sacrifice rehearses the history of the suppression of the sensuous-mimetic
         side of cognition. Furthermore, what the sublime reveals, as Huhn argues, is that
         in order to become cultured, “the pain of being overwhelmed by nature must be redeemed
         by pleasure.”[18]   Being cultured, in other words, means not allowing oneself to mourn the loss of
         nature, but rather to take pleasure in the possibilities for subjugating it for the
         instrumentally ordered preferences of the subject. Secondly, we can see that Kant’s
         attempted domestication of the sublime is bound to fail. This is because it does not
         genuinely want to experience what is threatening in the fear of nature, and the role
         of this fear in the constitution of the subject according to the dictates of self-preservation.
         That is to say, it does not want to integrate this experience into its self-understanding.
         Instead, in the Kantian domestication of the sublime, the subject seeks another kind
         of reassurance of its own ability to withstand fear. To really deal with that experience,
         as I shall suggest shortly, the subject would have to come to terms with its own history
         as the suppression of external and internal nature. 
      

      
      The underlying significance of this connection, I want to suggest, is that art itself
         can be understood as rehearsing the trauma of the constitution of the subject in its
         fearful silencing of nature. The reason we are drawn to the “delightful terror” of
         the sublime is that it provides a place where we can rehearse the process that is
         integral to our formation as subjects. Moreover, the beautiful and the sublime are
         not fixed points in a history that is long since passed. They represent, or better,
         they stage, a series of movements whereby we continually form ourselves as cognitive subjects. This is why Adorno writes that artworks are the “self-unconscious history writing
         of their epoch” (AT 272, 182). The same term is used a little later where Adorno writes that ‘the truth
         content of artworks is the unconscious history writing bound up with what has until
         now been repeatedly vanquished” (AT 285–86, 192).[19]   The critical force of artworks derives from the fact that they are able to rehearse
         in a safe place the perpetually repeated history of self-formation whereby we make
         ourselves into subjects through the silencing of external nature and the violence
         wrought on internal nature.
      

      
      Aesthetic experience, for Adorno, involves a moment of Erschütterung, or convulsion. This response requires a subject that is strong enough to withstand
         the co-performance of its own shattering. Erschütterung is the collapse of the subject’s self-identity as a subject that constitutes itself
         through its opposition to nature. This is the genuinely materialist impulse in Adorno’s
         philosophy. However, it sets itself at odds with a natural-scientific (what Adorno
         would call a “vulgar”) materialism that wants to reduce nature to the terms of its
         causal-mechanical subsumption under scientific categories.[20]   For Adorno, that project is of course driven by a compulsive need to eliminate
         traces of the natural, and hence seeks to inoculate itself against a genuine experience
         of nature. Materialism in this bad sense is for Adorno a desiccation of life precisely
         because it is founded on a compulsive suppression of nature in the subject. To make
         sense of the return to nature in Erschütterung, then, we will have to try to understand it as a reclaiming of a true materialism
         that is at the same time a spiritualization of nature. This is not meant to signify a boundless re-enchantment of nature, but
         rather an openness to possibilities of experience that cannot realize their cognitive
         value where that value is determined exclusively from the perspective of the dirempted
         concept. Adorno sometimes refers to these possibilities as ones of “undiminshed experience
         (ungeschmälerte Erfahrung).” They are experiences in which the subject is capable of withstanding the impress
         of its object upon it and, in lingering with it, seeks to find a configuration of
         concepts that expresses the meaningfulness in the experience that exceeds what the
         subject already knows. 
      

      
      It is possible to get a sense of what is involved in Erschütterung through the sporadic use Adorno makes of this term outside of the explicit reference
         to aesthetics. In a letter to his mother, dated February 10, 1943, Adorno uses this
         term to describe an especially intense personal shock, making all social intercourse
         impossible, or at least superfluous.[21]   Adorno does not elaborate on what this experience was, other than that it had to
         do with “something of an erotic nature [etwas Erotisches].” Adorno writes that he considers himself to be gradually returning to health, “although
         still convulsed right into the innermost cells [wenn auch bis in die innersten Schichten Erschütterten].” Adorno goes on to reflect on how the qualities that make him suited for scholarly
         activity would amount to nothing were they not allied with features that are on display
         in the experience of being convulsed. These latter qualities are described as “a limitless
         capacity for suffering, for being carried away [Hingerissen-werden], to losing oneself.” Clearly, Adorno is here talking about the unrestrained sensuous-mimetic
         activity that animates concepts and brings them to life. Adorno notes sardonically
         that such qualities are not compatible with what is considered to be the healthy human
         understanding [gesunder Menschenverstand] of a philosopher. And nor are they compatible with the “famed sense of proportions [in English in original, R. F.] that is demanded in Anglo-Saxon countries.” Given
         that the date of this letter is well within the time frame of the composition of Minima Moralia, it is entirely possible that it is this experience of convulsion that informs Adorno’s
         critique in this work of the notion of truth as common sense. A passage in section
         45 of Minima Moralia in fact replicates exactly the terms Adorno uses in this letter to describe this sense
         of being convulsed. He writes that dialectic is not at all to be conceived as what
         it became in the English Hegelian school and in Dewey’s pragmatism, that is, “a sense of proportions [in English in original, R. F.], the placing of things in their proper perspective,
         the simple but stubborn healthy human understanding [gesunde Menschenverstand].” Erschütterung would then be the experience which makes possible the awareness of the “dominant
         universal and its proportions as sick.” Ordinarily, we are unable to see the prevailing
         sickness of the universal because it is through that universal and its categories
         that we constitute ourselves as subjects. This is why Adorno believes that self-awareness
         requires the capacity to lose oneself as a subject. By allowing itself to become a
         conduit for the inscription of suffering, the subject reaches an extreme condition
         where it is able to perceive the normality of constituting subjectivity as the work
         of extreme violence. Adorno signals the extraordinary nature of this experience in
         the letter in his assertion that “I have not been capable of living in the normal
         sense.” But what is especially revealing is that this is coupled with the assertion
         that the experience was “precisely the opposite” of an unhappy one. The experience
         of convulsion holds open the possibility of a true happiness through its dissolution
         of the Ersatz-satisfactions that stand in for true happiness. We experience ourselves as subjects,
         as we are constituted in and through the refusal of the possibility of genuine happiness
         for the sake of self-preservation. 
      

      
      In the Critique of Judgment, Kant uses the term Erschütterung in his discussion of the mathematical sublime, where he relates it to the “movement”
         or animation of the faculties in the sublime, in contrast with the peaceful contemplation
         of the beautiful. Kant describes it as a “quickly interchanging attraction and repulsion
         of one and the same object” (KU § 27). For Adorno, this mutual attraction and repulsion is to be understood as the
         happiness that is at one and the same both desired and feared (feared, that is, because
         of its threatening nature for the terms of subject constitution). Erschütterung is then the experience that discloses the possibility of genuine happiness for the
         subject, and at the same time reveals that this happiness requires of the subject
         that it renounce its own identity as a subject constituted in the renunciation of
         nature. The experience of convulsion is then the carrying out in experiential terms
         of the reversal of the Kantian Copernican turn. Erschütterung, Adorno argues in Aesthetic Theory, “cancels the distance held by the subject” (AT 401, 269). Adorno here repeats the idea that was already expressed in the letter from
         1943 cited earlier, namely that the dissolution of the petrified structure of subjectivity
         in this experience is in fact the source of a genuine happiness. Adorno writes in
         the same passage that “If in artworks the subject finds his true happiness in the
         moment of being convulsed [Erschütterung], this is a happiness that is counterposed to the subject.”
      

      
      This “happiness,” moreover, is to be clearly distinguished from the self-affirming,
         self-reassuring nature of aesthetic pleasure. It has nothing to do with a taking satisfaction
         in the smooth attunement of the cognitive faculties, the subject’s enjoyment of its
         own powers as it transforms nature into cognizability. Nor is it comparable with the
         Kantian sublime, in which the fear of nature is transfigured into another occasion
         for the enjoyment of the subject’s superiority over nature. This is why Adorno stresses
         that it is a happiness counterposed to the subject. It recovers for the subject the
         suppressed longing for what its own constitution as a subject makes impossible for
         it to attain.[22] The promise of this happiness is one in which the subject would be capable of withstanding
         the touch of the other without being overwhelmed by the shudder, and hence to allow
         the imprint of the other on the subject to guide its desire to know the other. This
         promise is that of the unity of eros and cognition that for Adorno is the crucial
         aim of aesthetic comportment. 
      

      
      5. Conclusion

      
      The happiness that is disclosed as a promise in Erschütterung is then one that requires a capacity to withstand the fear of the subject’s dissolution,
         whereas aesthetic pleasure, in contrast, reassures the subject that this fear is groundless.
         This reading is supported by comments that Adorno makes elsewhere about happiness.
         In Minima Moralia, he writes that “The capacity for anxiety [Angst] and for happiness are the same, namely a limitless openness for experience that
         is raised almost to the point of self-abandonment” (MM § 128). The capacity in question involves the attention to the object to the point
         where the self is able to disarm the structures of subjectivity that work to assimilate
         the object in terms congenial to the preservation of the subject. It is this self-abandonment
         that is staged in the artwork, making it possible for the subject to experience the
         loss of self without actually risking itself. Adorno speaks elsewhere in Minima Moralia of the “happiness of truth” that comes through the practice of a “coercion-free observation”
         that refuses to assimilate the object into the self (MM § 54). Once again, the idea of conjoining the drive to know with the erotic impulse
         to let the object imprint itself on the experiencing subject is at work in this formulation.
         The promesse du bonheur disclosed in the experience of convulsion is then one which would be a fulfillment
         of cognition; it would be cognition beyond the bisection of eros and cognition that
         blocks our ability to know things within the horizon of a possible genuine happiness.
         Now it becomes clear that aesthetic pleasure is in fact a distortion of eros that
         disfigures it. The erotic impulse toward unity, which wants to become one with the
         object by letting the object imprint itself on the self, is now restricted to a secondary
         role, that of registering the feeling of an internal attunement, which in itself plays
         no productive role in cognition. By convulsing the subject, and thereby shattering
         the illusion that its cognition genuinely touches the object, aesthetic experience
         holds open the possibility of a form of cognition that would be attuned to the happiness
         of truth. Moreover, it reveals that the impoverishment of cognition, and the confinement
         of eros within the realm of aesthetic pleasure where it serves as the ersatz-satisfaction
         of self-reassurance, are one and the same movement in which the subject constitutes
         itself through its renunciation of the possibility of genuine happiness. 
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      Chapter 5

      The Internal History of Truth

      
         
         
      

      
      1. Introduction

      
      In the course of his lectures on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason at the University of Frankfurt in 1959, Adorno breaks off at one point from the discussion
         of the tensions and ambiguities in Kant’s concept of reason in order to make some
         methodological remarks. These remarks are concerned with the fundamental question
         of what it means to interpret a work of philosophy (K 78–80). Adorno begins by dismissing the idea that interpretation in philosophy has
         anything to do with working out what was going through the mind of the author (Kant,
         in this case). The object of interpretation is the text, not speculation about the
         intentions of the writer. Adorno also rejects the idea that interpretation means giving
         a “faithful and straightforward” account of what there is in the text. In this latter
         sense, interpretation would be reduced to explaining, or, in its etymological sense,
         unfolding or laying out, the arguments that are in the text. Interpretation in this
         sense might be helpful as an aid to comprehending the argumentative structure of a
         condensed text, or perhaps one where the underlying assumptions need to be laid out
         for an audience for whom such assumptions are no longer taken for granted or common
         knowledge. If interpretation is not the discerning of what the text really means by
         appeal to authorial authority, or the explanatory task of making a difficult text
         easier to understand by analysis and simplification, it is also to be distinguished
         from criticism. Criticism (as its name suggests) separates itself from what it is
         about through its claim to a level of insight that is inaccessible from within what
         is being criticized. When it reaches a decision (from the Latin decidere, to “cut off” or “sever”) about the position in question, criticism has sundered
         itself from that position; it has circumscribed the level of insight to which that
         position has access, and in doing so it has cut itself loose from those limits. The
         thinker engaging in criticism stakes the claim to be free of the limitations of the
         position being criticized, and the text is circumscribed from the outside.[1]  
      

      
      If interpretation is none of these things, what can it possibly be? In these methodological
         remarks, Adorno asserts that it is the “internal history of truth.” This notion, Adorno
         suggests, refers to the movement of spirit that is “over and above the immediate meaning of the text.” Adorno clarifies this point as follows
      

      
         What I am concerned with is what a philosophy objectively expresses over and above
            its own opinion: that is what is at stake. In other words, I am concerned with the
            constellation of truth—and this constellation is identical with the force field I
            have talked about so often—that has crystallized in such a philosophy, that is the
            decisive point (K 78). 
         

      

      Adorno here outlines the essential core of the modernist notion of interpretation,
         as a reconstruction of the arrangement of forces and tendencies that forms the experiential
         conditions of possibility of the work itself. The constellation that results from
         this reconstruction is explicitly distinguished from the text’s own opinion about
         itself, that is, what the text says that it is doing, and why it is doing it. Adorno marks this difference as the difference
         between the text’s own self-presentation and what is “objectively expressed” by it.
         Or, as he subsequently clarifies, “what matters is what is objectively expressed in
         those thoughts, what their truth content is, what significance they have over and
         above their immediate meaning” (K 79). Adorno makes the same point in the lectures on Hegel, also written during the
         late 1950s, when he characterizes philosophy as the search for “historically manifested
         truth” (3St 138). Again here, Adorno refers to the “objectivity of the experiential content”
         which “overgrows what is subjectively intended” and finds its way, as spiritual experience,
         into concepts. The distinction here is not the ideology-critical notion that the deeper,
         “objective” conditions of the work are the social conditions that give rise to, or
         produce, a certain structure of thinking. Adorno is not proposing the dissolving of
         philosophical truth into its social conditions of possibility. What is “objectively
         expressed” is not socio-economic conditions that circumscribe and control the meaning
         of the text from the outside. It is rather the full, experiential significance of
         concepts. The task of interpretation, Adorno is saying, is to prise open concepts,
         in order to disclose the living forces, the tendencies, and thereby the human fears,
         hopes, desires, sufferings, and so forth that have been absorbed into the concept
         through its interaction with the living history of human beings. This is what I referred
         to as the experiential conditions of possibility of the work. Those conditions are not “outside” the work;
         they are intrinsic to the very meaning of the concepts used in the text, and they
         will be expressed in the discursive relations that are established among the concepts
         in the text. 
      

      
      The crucial question for this interpretative strategy, as Adorno well knew, has to
         do with the problem of arbitrariness. Are there limits to such interpretation? And
         are these limits set, somehow, by the text? That there must be such is clearly indicated
         by the reference to Heidegger’s taking liberties with the First Critique, “twisting”
         what is said in the text, as Adorno puts it, in the methodological interlude of the
         Kant lectures.[2]   Why, then, does Adorno believe his own interpretive procedure is more faithful
         to the text? Adorno’s key claim concerns interpretation’s point of entry into the
         text. Interpretation gets going, Adorno suggests, when it comes upon a point of “immanent
         tension” within the text (K 79). These are moments when certain key ideas or concepts seem to jar against one
         another, where there is friction at the point where two or more concepts appear to
         be sutured together, or where the concepts taken together appear to articulate a contradiction.
         These are the moments, on the surface of the text, that provide an opening to the
         internal history of truth locked away in the text. Interpretation uses these moments
         to prise open the congealed structure of the conceptual progression on the surface
         of the text. 
      

      
      Philosophical interpretation cannot impose whatever reading it chooses on the text
         because it is rooted in what already appears on the surface of the discursive progression.
         On that surface, it picks up on moments of tension, infelicities, ambiguities, and
         contradictions, which are the sign of a deeper, experiential struggle that has taken
         place in and through the living history of the concept. It focuses, as Adorno puts
         it, on “the way in which such contradictions as the one about identity and non-identity
         are anchored in the text, and the way in which they define its specific character”
         (K 79). These are the points where the unity of the text appears forced, where it looks
         like the conceptual progression has had to do violence to its semantic materials to
         make them amenable to the order it wants to impose, where the unity of the text looks
         contrived, and where that unity looks to be foisted on the movement by an overbearing
         authorial presence rather than stemming from the conceptual order itself. These moments
         play the same role in Adorno’s interpretive strategy as the detection of contradictions,
         ambiguities, and infelicities plays in Freud’s work of interpretation. Freud picks
         up on those moments in the patient’s discourse which, because of their jarring or
         odd nature, seem to provide an entry point into the interior psychic life of the patient
         and its essential play of forces. Dora’s incessant repetition of her hostility to
         her Father’s extra-marital affair is one such moment where, Freud believes, that interior
         psychic life enters the movement of the patient’s discourse. It does not enter as
         an “idea,” or an explicit thought, but rather in the way it twists, distorts, or encumbers
         the movement of thinking, indicating that the movement has been obstructed, redirected
         back, or rerouted to some unexpected point. 
      

      
      For Adorno, who is interpreting philosophical texts rather than the discourse of suffering
         patients, the life in the interior of concepts is the shape of historical experience.
         Adorno conceived this historical experience as a force field that finds its way into
         the relations of repulsion and attraction established among the concepts in the text,
         through restrictions or limits placed on the meaning of a concept that seem severe
         or arbitrary, or definitions which set one concept in an antagonistic relation with
         another. Thus, Kant’s First Critique will offer up its truth content in these discontinuities,
         rifts, gaps and ruptures, the junctures where the text offers a glimpse into the historical
         forces and tendencies shaping thought within historical experience. In the lecture
         course “Introduction to Dialectic,” which Adorno gave at the University of Frankfurt
         exactly one year before the Kant lectures, Adorno describes dialectic as seeking to
         release the life that has become congealed in concepts. But it does not do this by
         opposing its reified, ossified and static concepts to “life” as somehow outside or
         exterior to concepts. Rather, the task is to perceive congealed life, congealed labor,
         and sedimented experience within concepts, “and dialectic is only able to overcome what is hardened and solidified
         by making it move through the force it itself possesses, thus through the life that
         has precipitated in the things and concepts that have become alienated from us and
         stand opposed to us” (NS IV:2, 77). Adorno goes on to say that, in dialectic, it is almost as though one reaches
         a “second immediacy,” that “concepts themselves are so filled up with life from the
         inside, are so intensively animated, that, although they still seem to be totally
         abstract concepts, they take up within themselves the whole colorfulness and plenitude
         of life once more, and in this curious way begin to sparkle” (p. 78). Making concepts
         sparkle by reigniting the life that has congealed inside them is, I think, as clear
         a definition of “dialectic” as Adorno gives anywhere in his writings. It denotes the
         essential task of genuine comprehension, which aims at the emphatic concept, in contrast
         to the pragmatic, or instrumental function of the mechanical concept. 
      

      
      Philosophical interpretation, for Adorno, is then essentially a process of reconstruction
         of the main conceptual elements of a text. What the text says “on its surface” is
         vitally important, and indeed interpretation must always justify itself by pointing
         to the text. This follows from the underlying assumption that the most important philosophical
         insights enter the text as nuances, linguistic peculiarities or jarring formulations
         of a concept or idea (K 27). These moments do not occur because of a laxity of expression, or a laziness of
         formulation. They occur, in exceptional thinkers like Kant and Hegel, because of the
         immense strain placed on philosophical language by the striving for exactitude and
         lucidity. It is because of the extreme precision sought by thinkers like Kant and
         Hegel that their writing is able to inscribe, on the surface of the text, the traces
         of the antagonistic experiential tendencies that vitiate the norms of clarity and
         directness, and the hostility to equivocation in philosophy’s discursive form. Thus
         the text itself is treated as though it were a riddle or puzzle. The philosophical
         import of the text is found in the gaps, the joints, the interstices that connect,
         but which also interrupt, break up and rupture the movement of concepts across its
         surface. These breaks point inwards to the historical experience congealed in concepts,
         since they themselves emanate from the imprint of historical forces and tendencies
         that mark concepts with a particular semantic charge. It should be clear, then, how
         Adorno’s notion of philosophical interpretation, which is elucidated and indeed put
         into effect in the lectures on Kant and Hegel of the late 1950s, derives essentially
         from the modernist scheme that I outlined in the first chapter of this work. The points
         of friction or tension in a philosophical text are marks or ciphers that point to
         a hidden, underlying pattern of experience. Philosophical thinking cannot get access
         to this pattern directly; it is hidden or disguised behind the texture of everyday
         discourse. The task of interpretation is thus to reconstruct the elements of that
         everyday perception or discourse—in this case, the surface level of a philosophy text,
         so that the underlying pattern can become visible in the rearrangement. The interpretive
         reconstruction of a philosophical text rearranges its elements into an image that
         makes visible the full, experiential significance of a philosophical position or discourse.
         That experience is not brought to the text from outside; it is already “inside,” in
         the way it forms concepts and determines the nature of their interaction with other
         concepts. But, within philosophy’s discursive form, the imperative of mastery and
         control necessitates a deployment of concepts that is bound to obscure and extinguish
         that experiential substance; the imperatives of clarity, linear progression, and systematicity
         mean that it inevitably enters the text in indirect and distorted form. Interpretation
         rescues the truth content congealed in philosophy’s discursive form by allowing it
         to find expression in the reconstruction.
      

      
      In the lectures on Hegel, Adorno emphasizes that the site where this process takes
         place, in which the full, experiential significance of concepts is recoded as the
         discursive progression of concepts, is the presentation (Darstellung), or, that is to say, the textual composition of the philosophical work:
      

      
         The traces of the empirical element that is incommensurable with the concept take
            refuge in the presentation [Darstellung]. Because that element cannot be fully permeated by the concept, it is inherently
            resistant to the norm of clarté, which, at first explicitly and later without remembering it, was derived from the
            ideal of a system that is opposed to historical reality as to all empirical reality
            (3St 124). 
         

      

      Adorno goes on to say that, against its own intentions, the system has to acknowledge
         the “conceptual irreducibility of the concept, which is inherently historical.” The
         historical, he then adds, is a “blind spot (blinder Fleck)” in the concept. Adorno uses the same term in Metacritique of Epistemology to describe both Bergsonian intuition (GS 5: 54) as well as Husserlian categorial intuition (GS 5: 210). Kantian philosophy makes the presuppositions of its own conceptuality accessible
         in its presentation—it makes visible the origin of its concepts in a severing of conceptual
         significance from the experiential ground of meaning. The task of philosophical criticism,
         then, is to turn these concepts towards an awareness of the consequences of their
         own discursive construction, and in so doing, to show the distance between what it
         says and what is capable of expressing that is intrinsic to each concept. 
      

      
      This animation or spiritualization of concepts, which is the goal of philosophical
         interpretation, takes place through a resuscitation of the expressive force of concepts.
         And this is made possible through releasing the sensuous-mimetic capacities of the
         interpreting subject. Focusing on the moments of friction in the text, interpretation
         tries to re-illuminate the path leading from the petrified concept to the living experience
         in which concepts are forged. The sensuous-mimetic capacity is attuned to the experiential
         resonances in concepts like “freedom,” and, in the way that this concept is ordered
         with other concepts, it is able to detect the linguistic trace of the yearnings, hopes,
         and sufferings that, in the living history of human beings, have left their mark on
         the concept. In the lectures on Philosophical Terminology of the summer semester of
         1962, Adorno says that since he began to work in philosophy, rather than seeing the
         task as set by that “oft-invoked Truth,” he had always sought to express “what strikes
         me about the world, what I experience about the world as something essential (was mir an der Welt aufgeht, was ich an der Welt als etwas Wesentliches erfahre)” (PT 83). The “truth” that philosophy seeks is not a measuring of its sentences or judgments
         against states of affairs; it is this expression, or objectification of the experience
         of the living, pre-theoretical subject. It is this desire to return from theoretical
         obfuscation to pure, phenomenological description that is also the major impulse in
         Heidegger’s philosophy. But Adorno’s understanding of how this takes place is worlds
         apart from Heidegger. Philosophy, on Adorno’s conception, cannot simply dispense with
         its discursive form and return to the immediacy of living experience. The only way
         to get to living experience is to go through its alienation in the discursive form
         of philosophy’s presentation. Moreover, it is only by entering into the rigorous demands
         of conceptual form that this experience is able to pass from the private and idiosyncratic
         to its “objectification.” The way of philosophy, Adorno writes, “when it is not merely
         business and earning one’s crust, can be called the objectification of that original
         experience” (PT 85). To achieve this, it has to decipher the import of that experience as it has attached
         to philosophical concepts. 
      

      
      What Adorno calls the “original experience” thus plays the same role as the “original
         experience” that launches the work of literary creation in Proust and Woolf. The work
         of the writer, says the narrator of Proust’s novel, is a “retour aux profondeurs,” opposed to the lateral movement of conventional thinking and habitude that take us away from the nature and substance of what we have experienced.[3]   But what we have genuinely experienced, what Proust calls la vrai vie, is not simply there waiting for us to see it. It is the result of the painstaking work of reconstruction
         that turns the experience into an image that can become the subject of intellectual
         contemplation. It is only in this form that experience can become truth. Consider,
         for example, the episode of the grandmother’s death in the section of Sodom and Gomorrah entitled “The Intermittences of the Heart.”[4]   Proust gives us a helpful way of thinking about the everyday work of forgetting,
         a process that he calls habitude (habit). Proust portrays habit as our everyday schemes for assimilating experience,
         making it possible for us to integrate everything that happens to us into regular
         and stable categories. It is habit that enables us to function, to go about our daily
         routine and to make sense of what we come across. But this facility comes with a hefty
         price, namely that it distances us from experience as it is lived. If habit is like
         a sort of second nature, Proust writes, “it prevents us from knowing the first [nature].”[5]   The narrator’s grandmother’s death had taken place over a year previous to this
         episode in the time of the novel, and had been recounted some time earlier in the
         novel, or, that is to say, it had been registered there, but in a way that prevented
         the meaning of that experience from being recognized and worked through. It is the
         protective work of the intelligence in seeking to shield us from suffering, the narrator
         suggests, which is active in splitting off this experience from its emotional charge,
         and placing it under the authority of the construction of reality through habit. The
         narrator describes this experience as making its way to consciousness through a seemingly
         insignificant event, when he bends down to untie his boots having returned to the
         Grand Hotel at Balbec where he had stayed with his grandmother. This act triggers
         a memory which fills him with emotion. He feels “filled with an unknown and divine
         presence,” suddenly shaken by sobs and tears. “I found living reality again,” the
         narrator says, “in an involuntary and complete memory.”[6]   It is important to underline here that this is a reality that was never experienced.
         It has been prepared as a possible object of experience by the reconstructive work
         of memory, which has found a way to cut through the deadening schemes of habit, and
         to put us in contact with that living reality from which the self took flight. It
         is now that the narrator writes: “I had only just understood that [my grandmother]
         was dead.” It is only now, that is to say, after the experience has been worked upon
         by memory, that the experience is able to be contemplated in its truth. Similarly,
         for Adorno, the “original experience” that is the beginning point of philosophical
         inquiry is not itself the experience philosophy seeks. Rather, it is that experience as reconstructed so
         as to make it accessible as truth. 
      

      
      In the next section, I want to look at how Adorno puts this idea of philosophical
         interpretation into effect in his lectures on Kant. I will argue subsequently that
         what Adorno calls das Hinzutretende, the supplementary, in Negative Dialectic, denotes one such blind spot, in the relation between the will and the material body.
         I will then show how the same idea of the rescue of the truth content of a work in
         the presentation is at work in Adorno’s reading of Hegel.
      

      
      2. Adorno’s 1959 Kant Lectures

      
      In the third lecture of his summer 1959 lecture course, Adorno discusses the development
         of what he calls the residual theory of truth in Kant. This is the idea that truth
         becomes reduced to what is permanent and fixed; it is the residual element after everything
         transitory and changeable has been eliminated. Adorno goes on to situate this idea
         as a manifestation within bourgeois thinking of an archaic need for security, which
         encompasses a fear of difference and of the unknown. This leads to the following comments
         about Kant’s philosophical presentation
      

      
         What is so magnificent about Kant is that he still possesses something of the uninhibited
            frankness of a man who is not ashamed of his bourgeois attitudes, but who gives them
            expression and who thereby expresses something of their truth. In Kant you constantly
            encounter these homely comparisons—like the famous one of the 300 imagined thalers
            and the 300 real ones. You will constantly hear about “firm” or “lasting” ownership
            and similar figures of speech in reference to propositions we possess. A fundamental
            analysis of the metaphoric language of Kant’s philosophy would undoubtedly be a fruitful
            undertaking, for the similes and metaphors in a text are not neutral, but reveal something
            of its deepest intentions, intentions that are mostly imposed on the author (K 26). 
         

      

      This reference to a deeper truth in metaphoric language, through the expression of
         “intentions that are mostly imposed on the author,” echoes his point in his essay
         “Notes on Kafka” that a stubborn literalism with regard to the images in the text
         helps to resist the urge to reduce the text to the role of illustrating a metaphysical
         thesis (P 253, 246–7). The idea, he argues there, is to allow “words, metaphors in particular,
         to detach themselves and achieve a certain autonomy.” The autonomy they are meant
         to achieve is not from the text, but from the domineering intention that wants to
         reduce the text to the exemplification of a philosophical thesis. In the case of a
         philosophical text like the First Critique, that intention is not only brought to
         the text by the reader, it is also embodied in the discursive form of the text itself
         as a binding nexus of concepts. Taking metaphors literally, releasing them from their
         subordination to discursive form and allowing them to speak by themselves, is one
         way in which interpretation can make audible the traces of the full, unreduced experience
         in which concepts are forged. This does not mean that metaphor gives access to a kind
         of unconscious of the text in conflict with its explicit meaning. It is not opposed
         to the discursive sense of the text, but it can be unfolded to reveal the encompassing
         experiential substance of concepts that are under the sway of the discursive movement
         within the text itself. So, Kant’s circumscribing of the sphere of human knowledge
         as propositions that allow of “firm” and “lasting” possession brings to expression
         the “archaic need for security” that motivates the construction of the realm of legitimate
         cognition within the text of the First Critique (K 26). It is this fear of loss, and hence the need to conceive legitimate knowledge
         on the model of fixed and inalienable possession, that works its way into the interior
         of the discursive movement. And it is the same fear and need for security that ultimately
         governs the strict prohibition on Auschweifung, the straying into intelligible worlds that Kant portrays as a permanent temptation
         (“the unquenchable desire . . .”) for human reason, a straying from the narrow path
         that assures the subject against the danger of losing itself (KrV 670, 672). By exercising discipline against itself, against its own impulse, Kant
         is saying, reason preserves its own productive employment and resists the inducements
         that would entice it to veer off course where there can be no security against error.
         
      

      
      The underlying experiential tendency is also audible in the important metaphor of
         the Gerichtshof, the court of justice, by which, Kant proposes, reason may determine for itself the
         sphere of its legitimate competence in relation to the different claims to knowledge.[7]   The idea of the critique of reason as a court sets up what appears to be a curious
         state of affairs, in so far as judge and accused are here one and the same. Reason,
         in other words, is to stand in judgment on its own claims to knowledge, and it is to do this, Kant is saying, by legislating for itself
         what falls within its legitimate sphere of cognitive competence, and also about that
         which, as falling outside of that sphere, cannot lay claim to the status of knowledge.
         The court, Adorno suggests (K 54), can be understood as an image of the notion of autonomy, the capacity of reason
         to determine for itself its own area of operation through reflection on its own nature.
         But things are slightly more complex than they seem here, since the Gerichtshof also brings into sharp relief the confluence of freedom and law that is at the core
         of Kantian autonomy. Reason is operating autonomously precisely when it acts according
         to laws that it gives to itself and which reflect its own determination of what it
         is competent to judge about. The court is announced in the first (A) preface of the
         Critique of Pure Reason at the moment where, in another image, Kant has been speaking of the realm of metaphysics
         as a “battlefield” in which ideas come into conflict without the possibility of resolution.
         In the Second (B) preface, Kant speaks of metaphysics as a battlefield on which no
         combatant has gained the least ground nor been able to “base any lasting possession
         [dauerhaften Besitz] on his victory” (KrV 24/109–110). Later in the Transcendental Analytic, Kant extends this image of the
         court of reason as making possible the secure and certain possession of knowledge:
      

      
          [The] Understanding, [. . .] which does not reflect on the sources of its own cognition,
            may get along very well, but cannot accomplish one thing, namely, determining for
            itself the boundaries of its use and knowing what may lie within and what without
            its whole sphere; for to this end the deep inquiries that we have undertaken are requisite.
            But if the understanding cannot determine whether certain questions lie within its
            horizon or not, then it is never sure of its claims and its possession, but must always
            reckon on many embarrassing corrections when it continually oversteps the boundaries
            of its territory (as is unavoidable) and loses itself [sich verirrt] in delusion and deceptions (KrV 269/340). 
         

      

      The critique of pure reason is portrayed in this image as proving, or validating a
         title to possession, and in the process of doing this, it puts an end to speculative
         excess, a danger that Kant presents as a going astray, getting lost or losing one’s
         bearings. There is a threat in the tendency of the understanding to push beyond its
         legitimate sphere, and Kant represents this threat as a kind of mania, the loss of
         self-control. And, again here, it is the notion of possession that delineates the
         sphere of legitimate operation, in relation to delusionary speculation, which must
         give rise to “many embarrassing corrections.” The judgment of the court of reason
         shows itself here to be governed by the logic of sacrifice, where reason is exhorted
         to a self-discipline whereby it holds itself fast against the temptation to go astray,
         to become a kind of mania, and in return it receives the guarantee of the security
         of what it knows, the stamp of authenticity that certifies what it claims to know
         as genuine knowledge. The nature of this sacrifice is formulated with particular clarity
         in the first (A) preface
      

      
         To be sure, the answer to [reason’s] questions has not turned out just as dogmatically
            enthusiastic lust for knowledge might have expected; for the latter could not be satisfied
            except through magical powers in which I am not an expert. Yet this was also not the
            intent of our reason’s natural vocation; and the duty of philosophy was to abolish
            the semblance arising from misinterpretation, even if many prized and beloved delusions
            have to be destroyed in the process (KrV 14/101). 
         

      

      The court of reason is a reining in of the dogmatischschwärmende Wißbegierde, which is cast under the same suspicion as magic, as pernicious to the proper task
         of reason. But the compensation for giving up these “prized and beloved delusions”
         is the legitimate title to its possessions. The motif of sacrifice reappears at the
         beginning of the second chapter of the Transcendental Doctrine of Method, the “Canon
         of Pure Reason”:
      

      
         It is humiliating for human reason that it accomplishes nothing in its pure use, and
            even requires a discipline to check its extravagances [Ausschweifungen] and avoid the deceptions that come from them. But, on the other side, that reason
            can and must exercise this discipline itself, without allowing anything else to censor
            it, elevates it and gives it confidence in itself, for the boundaries that it is required
            to set for its speculative use at the same time limit the sophistical pretensions
            of every opponent, and thus it can secure against all attacks everything that may
            still be left to it from its previously exaggerated demands (KrV 670/672). 
         

      

      Adorno’s identification of ausschweifen with a kind of sexual curiosity (K 72) picks up on the erotic connotations of this word, which go missing in the English
         “extravagances.” There is a sense of straying from the straight path, a kind of debauchery,
         which it is the task of reason’s self-discipline to hold in check. 
      

      
      There are two ways of going wrong in thinking about the place of these “bourgeois
         attitudes” (as Adorno calls them), such as the idea of critique as the “inventory
         of all we possess through pure reason” (KrV 18/104). The first of these misconceptions would involve the claim that these images
         are somehow a deeper truth which governs Kant’s text as if from the outside. One might
         say here that the Critique of Pure Reason is itself simply a projection of an underlying, bourgeois worldview. Once one has
         unearthed this worldview, then, Kant’s text could simply be read off from the underlying
         social structure. The converse mistake, rather than seeing these images as a deeper
         truth, would seek to marginalize them by conceiving of them as a mere embellishment.
         This would hold that the references to the world of commerce, or the idea of metaphysics
         as a Kampfplatz, are merely illuminations of philosophical theses that possess their own independent
         exposition. I am suggesting that what is at stake in these metaphors is language furnishing
         a figure of itself as it is at work in the construction and demarcation of the sphere of legitimate cognition.
         Hence they are not a deeper truth that is disguised by concepts; they are rather a
         presentation of conceptual cognition in imagistic form. By lingering with those images,
         interpretation can use them as the key for unlocking and releasing the experiential
         substance in the interior of concepts. What they reveal, in this case, is the nature
         of conceptual cognition as grounded in a sacrifice of the erotic desire for unity
         for the sake of the security of the possession of conceptual content.[8]   The court of reason simultaneously establishes the possibility of lasting possession
         within the circumscribed realm of conceptual cognition, and expels a certain seductive
         type of speculative excess from the realm of legitimate cognition. This is then the
         truth content of the Critique of Pure Reason, and it finds its way into the text at a depth that exceeds authorial intention.
         It is not explicitly stated, and neither is it directly argued for. It is not a “thesis”
         in the text, but rather a movement, which is “performed” by the text in the course
         of its construction. However, it is Kant’s philosophical brilliance in singlemindedly
         following thoughts wherever they happen to lead that allows it to find expression
         in the text. Kant, Adorno writes, “may be said to externalize himself, to surrender
         to the demands of the matter in hand” (K 134). This makes it possible for him to register the process of sacrifice that underlies
         the construction of legitimate cognition as transcendental synthesis. It is not, then,
         that the “bourgeois” Kant is the truth behind the “philosopher” Kant. Rather, both
         of these are folded into discursive production as imagistic and strictly conceptual
         ways of performing the sacrifice of desire underlying the possibility of a representation
         of the world
      

      
         Thus there is properly no antithetic of pure reason at all. For the only battleground
            for it would have to be sought in the field of pure theology and psychology; but this
            ground will bear no warrior in full armor, and equipped with weapons that are to be
            feared. He can only step forward with ridicule and boasting, which can be laughed
            at like a child’s play. This is a comforting remark, which gives reason courage again;
            for on what else could it rely, if it, which is called to do away with all errors,
            were itself ruined, without any hope for peace or tranquil possession? (KrV 634/645) 
         

      

      The notion of secure and tranquil possession is not to be understood as an economic
         term that is transported, metaphorically, into philosophy. Thus it would be a misconception
         to read Kant as simply modeling the work of the understanding on the bourgeois world
         of commerce. But, conversely, it would also be mistaken to read this as merely elucidatory.
         Against the former claim, it must be said that the economic is just as metaphorical
         as the philosophical theses that, allegedly, derive from it. Neither, that is to say,
         is independent of the discursive movement that assigns them their value. But against
         the latter, it must be countered that, here, the metaphorical cannot be merely metaphorical, since what it figures is the work of textual production through which
         the distinction between the “literal,” “serious,” and the “metaphorical,” “frivolous,”
         is first constructed. “Possession” is not then an originally (bourgeois) economic
         concept, and hence the claim here (the way I am suggesting that we must understand
         Adorno’s argument) is not that cognition is modeled on economic activity. Both the
         economic and philosophical senses of possession are ways of rendering the happening
         that is at the core of subjects’ encounter with the world: the simultaneous seizing
         through distancing from material presence that makes discursive comprehension, and
         hence communicative exchange possible. Adorno’s comments about Husserl in the Metacritique of Epistemology echo closely the reading of Kant in the 1959 lectures:
      

      
         But if, since the Platonic hypostasis of the eternal ideas, something temporal has
            been spirited away by metaphysics and the residue of temporality reified, this can
            in the end be ascribed to the fact that metaphysics came to thrive in conditions of
            scarcity, under the constant fear of losing what little it possessed. Deluded, it
            formed its eternity on the model of something temporal, namely property relations,
            which are made by human beings and, alienated, hold sway over them. Husserl’s program
            of philosophy as a rigorous science, the idea of absolute security, is of this provenance.
            Prima philosophia itself becomes possession in so far as Husserl’s Cartesianism builds fences around
            that to which it believes itself to possess the title deed of the invariant and the
            a priori, to what, according to the French version of the Cartesian Meditations, “m’est
            spécifiquement propre, à moi ego.” (GS 5: 24–5) 
         

      

      If prima philosophia (first philosophy) comes to resemble property relations, then property relations
         themselves are to be understood as an expression of the “constant fear of losing”
         what one possesses. The “in no sense self-explanatory need for absolute spiritual
         security,” Adorno writes, is the “reflex reaction to real powerlessness and insecurity”
         (GS 5: 23). Possession, in both its economic and philosophical articulations, is thus
         grounded in the “cry of terror” that, as Adorno and Horkheimer claim in Dialectic of Enlightenment, is the basis of symbolism (DA 15, 31). It is a response to an archaic fear of the unknown, a fearful reaction to
         the “alien, the other, non-identical” (GS 5: 27). Meaning, originating in fear, becomes an appropriation of characteristics
         in experience that can be rendered equivalent to the self and its fixed categories.
         Experience now becomes the registering of particulars as exemplars of a generic property
         to which the self, in the form of its concepts, possesses the title deed. There can
         be nothing unknown, nothing new; the self is secure against the convulsions of the
         experience of what is other than the self.[9]   
      

      
      Adorno understands both philosophy and art as working against this closure of meaning
         into a form of possession. The experience of convulsion in art, in which the spectator
         “loses the ground under his feet” (AT 363/244), and the dizzying sensation (Schwindel (ND 43)) generated by philosophy’s immersion in its objects, both describe the possibility
         of experiencing the moment in which meaning emerges from the encounter with what is
         outside the subject. It is not an articulable meaning outside the categories of possessive
         (or, one can just as well say, discursive) language. Rather, it is an experience of
         identity thinking at the very point at which it establishes itself as the refusal
         of the encounter with the material element. What is crucial, for Adorno, is to let
         this experience convulse the subject while resisting the temptation to convert the
         threat of the loss of self into an enjoyment of the domination of the subject over
         nature. Here is Adorno’s critique of how this conversion takes place in Kant’s aesthetics:
      

      
         Not just the sublime, as Kant thought, but in all beauty the subject becomes conscious
            of its own nullity [Nichtigkeit] and attains beyond it to what is other. Kant’s doctrine of the sublime falls short
            only in that it established the counterpart to this nullity as a positive infinity
            and situates it in the intelligible subject. Pain in the face of beauty is the longing
            [Sehnsucht] for what the subjective block closes off to the subject, of which the subject nevertheless
            knows that it is truer than itself (AT 396, 266). 
         

      

      The movement in which the possibility of convulsion is closed off in Kant’s aesthetics
         through the transition to the moral subject and its staging of its superiority over
         nature, is replicated precisely in the sacrifice that lies at the basis of pure reason.
         In the dynamic sublime, Kant describes this superiority as grounding a “self-preservation
         of a completely different kind” from that which is threatened by nature outside us.
         The sublime, then, stages the sacrifice of material nature in order for the subject
         to preserve itself as a rational being. Kant draws attention to the same movement
         at work in the self-discipline of pure reason, which, he writes, “elevates it and
         gives it confidence [erhebt es sie wiederum und gibt ihr ein Zutrauen zu sich Selbst]” (KrV 670, 672). The elevation (erheben) of pure reason through its disciplining of itself marks the institution of the sublime
         (das Erhabene) at the center of epistemology. It is the movement in which, before the threat of
         losing itself (sich verirren), the rational subject transforms its desire to know the object into its enjoyment
         of its own stille Verdienst (silent merit), its power to uncover errors. This “silent merit” is, as in the case
         of the aesthetic treatment of the sublime in the third critique, of a distinctly moral
         nature. It furnishes a compensatory satisfaction in the feeling that its capacity
         to determine what is knowable is the exercise of its own authority over nature. The
         sacrifice of the sensuous self is therefore at the core of the discursive movement,
         and this movement is registered, or expressed, in the presentation (Darstellung) of the Kantian philosophical system.
      

      
      Kant describes the pleasure of the sublime in the third critique as residing in a
         sacrifice by which, in subordinating itself to reason, the imagination gains a range
         and power greater than that which it gives up. In and through this sacrifice, the
         self senses itself as superior (überlegen) to internal and external nature (KU 152, 195). In the Critique of Pure Reason, it is not the imagination, but rather the faculty of understanding that is called
         to sacrifice a part of itself, its erotic excess, in the interest of a “self preservation
         of a completely different kind.” Here, what takes the role of the imagination that
         feels itself overwhelmed by the excess of a sensible presentation, is the understanding
         that threatens to lose itself in uncontrolled, unrestrained speculation. This is the
         Kampfplatz (battlefield) where contestants enter into a kind of mock combat. Kant announces
         the link between the Kampfplatz and the exceeding of the bounds of the imagination in the sublime, when he describes
         metaphysics as a “wholly isolated speculative cognition of reason that elevates itself
         entirely above all instruction from experience [die sich gänzlich über Erfahrungsbelehrung erhebt]” (KrV 24, 109). This connection becomes explicit when Kant identifies as a practical interest
         of reason, which is to be preserved in distinction to its speculative interest, that
         the self should “feel itself free in its voluntary actions and elevated [erhoben] above natural compulsion” (KrV 443, 498). And, finally, when discussing the theological proof, Kant makes the following
         remark, linking the extravagances, Ausschweifungen of reason with the sensible excess that marks the sublime:
      

      
         Reason, ceaselessly elevated [gehoben] by the powerful though only empirical proofs that are always growing in its hands,
            cannot be so suppressed through any doubt drawn from subtle and abstract speculation
            that it is not torn at once out of every brooding indecision, just as from a dream,
            by throwing a glance on the wonders of nature and the majesty of the world’s architecture
            [Weltbau], by which it elevates itself [sich erheben] from magnitude to magnitude up to the highest of all, rising from the conditioned
            to the condition, up to the supreme and unconditioned author (KrV 551, 580). 
         

      

      The sacrifice of the excessive lust for knowledge and its “many prized and beloved
         delusions” for the sake of the security of possession, is then the counterpart, within
         the understanding and its concepts, to the sacrifice of the imagination for the sake
         of the self-assertion of the moral self and its feeling of superiority over nature.
         That transition takes place in the sublime when the imagination, now acting as an
         instrument of reason and its ideas, becomes “a power to assert our independence in
         the face of the influences of nature, to diminish the value of what is great according
         to these, and so to place what is absolutely great only in its (the subject’s) own
         vocation” (KU 152, 195). This moment, when the greatness of nature suddenly seems small, is mirrored
         in the downgrading of the Kampfplatz, whose warrior, without weapons and armor, can only “step forward with ridicule and
         boasting, which can be laughed at like a child’s play” (KrV 634, 645). This “comforting remark” fills reason with courage, as it senses its superiority
         in relation to nature. In the analytic of the sublime, Kant notes that external nature
         is not called sublime because it excites fear, but rather because it calls up that
         power in us which makes us regard our everyday cares as small, and thereby, we see
         its might (Macht) as exercising over us and our personality no such power that we should have to bow
         down before it (KU 145, 186). I am suggesting that a similar, sublime pleasure is felt in the revealing
         of the powerlessness of the warriors of the Kampfplatz before the authority of the court of reason and its power to assign legitimacy. 
      

      
      The paradox of Kantian autonomy, as freedom as and through coercion exercised on the
         self, becomes intelligible as the movement in which reason sacrifices the erotic desire
         to know in return for gaining the assurance of self-possession, the comforting reassurance
         that everything it knows is a reflection of its own power. In everything it knows,
         reason experiences a confirmation of its right to legislate on what is knowable. Just
         as, in the analytic of the sublime, the possibility of an experience of convulsion
         is cut short by the assertion of superiority of the moral self, so, in the epistemological
         notion of autonomy as the court of reason outlined in the Critique of Pure Reason, an erotic excess in the understanding is domesticated in the confining of knowledge
         to a form of (self-)possession. This movement represents the cutting short of the
         striving of the concept, and expresses the constriction of the concept that constitutes
         the world of administered experience. The yearning of the concept, its sensuous-mimetic
         striving towards the material element that wants to make itself eloquent, is blocked
         by the reduction of that yearning to a purely regulative role. Reason constitutes
         itself in the movement in which it disciplines the desire to know, turning that desire
         back into the service of the practical interest of reason in the regulation of action.
         In his Kant lectures, Adorno at one point touches on this connection I am trying to
         draw out between the sublime and the disciplining of the concept in the Critique of Pure Reason. The First Critique, Adorno suggests, is actually a salvaging, or rescue of metaphysics,
         which tries to preserve a space for the striving for the absolute by turning it inward.
         He notes that Kant’s notion of the sublime springs from how nature triggers the possibility
         for the self to assert itself by way of the moral law. Adorno goes on to associate
         this to the restricting of cognition in the first critique:
      

      
         Thus, if we wish to speak of a salvage operation in Kant, . . . this must refer to
            the feeling of confidence that a human being, objectively forsaken and metaphysically
            homeless as he has become, can make himself at home provided he cuts his suit according
            to his cloth—to speak in a very Kantian idiom. That is to say, he must confine his
            activity to what he knows and what lies within his competence; he must seek the guarantee
            of an Absolute, the warranty of authentic truth, not as an objectivity external and
            alien to himself, but within himself (K 113). 
         

      

      In cognitive terms, the confinement that Adorno is talking about here means the redirecting
         of the striving of the concept back inward toward the infinite horizontal extension
         of the concept. The promise of unity with the object is preserved as the projection
         of the possibility of harmony of self and world as a practical hope. 
      

      
      The court of reason, I have suggested, constitutes the sphere of legitimate cognition
         as the possession of conceptual content in a movement that is simultaneously the disciplining
         of the vertical striving of the concept. It is the central figure in the First Critique
         for the construction of the cognitive subject as the fulcrum of rules for the synthesis
         of particulars. I suggested earlier that it is in the linguistic presentation of philosophy
         that this striving of the concept announces itself, where words take on a material
         density that exceeds their conceptual content. I think that it is this insight that
         is behind Jean Luc Nancy’s claim that “it is beginning with Kant that it became possible
         and necessary to expressly distinguish between philosophy and literature.”[10] Nancy is arguing that the work of literary production in Kant consists in constituting
         philosophy as the exclusion of literature, where “literature” means language as the
         medium of presentation of philosophy. Nancy sets the groundwork for this claim by
         distinguishing between Kant’s description of the possibility of a genuine presentation
         (Darstellung) in mathematics, where an intuitive presentation is precisely the construction of
         a concept. There is no literary excess, no embellishment, no possibility of being
         led astray by the presentation, since any mistake in the presentation would at the
         same time comprise a misconstruction of the concept. In mathematics, there is always
         a “joint presentation” of the concept and the intuition that corresponds to it.[11] Philosophy, in contrast, is conceived by Kant as “discourse” which, in contrast to
         mathematical presentation, cannot present itself directly but must “exhibit” itself
         by giving itself a style, what we can also call a certain rhetorical excess. Its literary
         presentation becomes a covering that exhibits philosophy and, at the same time, disguises
         it (since, unlike mathematical presentation, the concept’s exposition can never coincide
         with its definition).
      

      
      The disciplining of pure reason, which is expressed in the First Critique in the image
         of the court of reason, is then at root a struggle of the philosophical concept against
         the seductions of its presentation. Nancy puts this perspicuously when he writes that
         “[t]he ethics of presentation begins in the mortifying asceticism of the concept.”[12] The sacrifice that I have been describing in terms of the giving up of speculative
         excess for the sake of possession is, on Nancy’s reading, shown to be equivalent to
         the persistent need of Kantian philosophy to renounce the seducements of an enticing
         presentation.[13] The textual construction of philosophy, in Kant, establishes the concept on the basis
         of the sacrifice of a beautiful style. Or, that is to say, the philosophical concept
         is constituted in and as a continued guarding against the dangers posed by what its
         linguistic presentation might lead it to say. Nancy pins this analysis on the concluding
         section of the “B” preface, where Kant speaks of a possibility that he, himself, lacks
         the ability to fulfill. This is, namely, the joining of “that happy combination of
         thorough insight with a talent for lucid exposition (the very talent that I am not
         aware of in myself).”[14] Although there is “no danger of my being refuted,” Kant goes on to say, “there certainly
         is a danger of my not being understood.” The point of these distinctions is to establish
         the linguistic presentation of philosophy as an external clothing that, while unavoidable,
         is all the same not part of philosophy itself. The name of philosophy’s necessary but nonetheless external presentation,
         Nancy argues, is literature.
      

      
      It is especially worth noting Nancy’s tying of a certain renunciation in Kant to the
         disjunction in the sublime between aesthetic presentation and the mathematical. This
         point captures precisely the nature of the circumscribing of legitimate cognition
         in Kant. In outlawing its speculative excess, reason, for Kant, exercises a discipline
         upon itself. Nancy’s claim that Kant “must in effect sacrifice himself,”[15] articulates the notion that reason is itself constituted in Kant in and as an attitude
         of suspicion and a permanent practice of correction in relation to the temptation
         of rhetorical excess that happens whenever reason is presented
      

      
         The sublime consists in a radical inadequation between the aesthetic and the mathematical;
            thus it reproduces and constrains the very position of philosophy. Critique is the
            analysis—vertiginous, syncopated—of the sublime fracture of reason. . . . Everything
            thus happens as if the compulsion at stake in the sublime had to, by means of the
            denunciation of the “pettiness” of art and the limits of its “comprehension” . . .
            come to exercise itself through the necessary substitution of science for art. The
            displeasure, the bitterness, the pain of science is necessary.[16] 
         

      

      The sublime “fracture” of reason consists in the movement whereby reason has to produce
         literature as other than itself in order to constitute itself as reason. In other
         words, as Nancy explains, Kantian philosophy produces itself as the “absence of tone . . . the absence of the veiled voice.”[17] This is the sublime sacrifice wherein the quiet dignity of philosophy as rigorous
         science is constituted in the renunciation of the temptation of being carried away
         by the seductive materiality of words. Unlike mathematics, philosophy is always exposed
         to the possibility of misunderstanding, since its literary presentation cannot complete
         it without at the same time exposing it to the possibility of contamination by its
         literary effects.
      

      
      Kant’s sublime sacrifice is then the self-discipline that is suspicious of the striving
         of concepts, once they become prey to the seducements of language, for material density.
         Philosophy is constituted in the first Critique as the expulsion of the materiality
         of language from concepts, the movement by which concepts are constructed according
         to the image of possession. It is this movement that Adorno is describing in his introduction
         to the Metacritique of Epistemology. Philosophy constitutes itself as what Adorno here calls Prima Philosophia in the process by which thinking “confiscates what is not equal to it, makes it equal,
         a possession. It takes an inventory; nothing must slip through the net, the principle
         must allow for completeness” (GS 5: 17). In Adorno’s terms, philosophy is constructed as identity thinking in and through
         its exclusion of what is nonidentical with its concepts, the material element that
         attaches to concepts through their vertical relation to what exceeds conceptual content.
         The claim that “spirit [Geist] can be as little split off from the given as the latter from the former” (GS 5: 32), expresses the point that philosophy will always be exposed to the nonidentical
         moment in the presentation of its concepts in language. Philosophical critique is
         the interpretive practice that calls attention to how this exposure happens in a work
         of philosophy. It is not a criticizing in the sense of being an external measure or
         criterion brought to bear on the assessment of a philosophy. Rather, it means following,
         immanently, the articulation of meaning to the point where the forces that have become
         congealed in words begin to vibrate, where, that is, they open up conceptual meaning
         beyond what is licensed by the horizontal inferences of the concept. Dialectic, Adorno
         writes, “appropriates for the power of thinking what appeared historically as the
         blemish [Makel] of thinking, its connection with language that nothing can destroy” (ND 66). Dialectic brings the subject to an acknowledgment of what it tries to exclude
         from itself to constitute itself as discursive thinking, and it does this by showing
         thinking the inevitable excess that attaches to its concepts through their presentation
         in the text. The closing off of a concept against the material density of meaning,
         which founds the constituting subject, is thus always undermined by philosophy’s own
         textual presentation. The task of interpretation is then to uncover the deeper, experiential
         substance that is inscribed in philosophy’s presentation, and it achieves this by
         tuning in to those traces of living experience with the sensuous-mimetic capacities
         of the interpreting subject. Adorno associates these capacities, echoing Plato’s account
         in the Phaedrus, with the moment of “eros” or “enthusiasm” in the comportment of the philosophical
         thinker (PT 81). It is this “enthusiastic mode of comportment” that is able to breathe life into
         concepts that have become insulated against their own experiential substance. It achieves
         this by tracking the nuances and shades of meaning that form the broader associative
         nexus of a concept, and which come to the surface in philosophy’s linguistic presentation.
         Sensuous-mimetic comportment is sensitive to the overtones that resonate when concepts
         are sounded in the textual arrangement, and by tracking these overtones into their
         experiential ground, it is able to re-animate the concepts beyond the confines of
         their discursive ordering in the text. 
      

      
      3. The Supplementary

      
      In the Kant lectures, Adorno provides the following summary of the interpretive strategy
         of dialectical philosophy
      

      
         [P]hilosophy directs its efforts precisely towards the recuperation of what has been
            lost through this conceptual cleansing operation, this so-called contradiction-free,
            bland presentation of philosophical problems. This appears to me to provide the profoundest
            reason, the deepest justification of the claim that the philosophical interpretation
            of a text should focus less on the absence of contradictions, less on systematic consistency,
            than on its opposite, on the contradictions themselves. (K 82) 
         

      

      This recuperation means following the textual presentation of a philosophical concept
         to the point where the distinction between what it strives to say, and what it is
         made to say through the closure of its meaning as a concept, becomes visible in the presentation. One such contradiction (indeed, for Adorno, perhaps the central contradiction in Kant’s philosophy as a whole) is to be found in the unity
         of freedom and obedience to law, as this is captured in the image of autonomy presented
         by the court of reason. What is revealed in this contradiction, Adorno believes, is
         the construction of the subject through the coercive repression of the sensuous self.
         What Adorno calls the supplementary or das Hinzutretende is therefore the ineliminable remainder, the trace left by the movement of that repression
         in the scheme of concepts. For Adorno, Kant constitutes freedom by extracting the
         concept from its experiential substance. Freedom, now understood in its wholly horizontal
         significance, equates to the self’s identity with the determinations it gives to itself.
         Kant associates freedom with spontaneity, which is distinguished from intuition as
         the faculty of reception (KrV 97, 193). But it is this restriction of freedom to the purely conceptual significance
         of spontaneity that cuts out of the concept an essential aspect of what it wants to
         say, and thus makes freedom say less than what it strives to say as a concept. The sense of the concept, in the course
         of the construction of the discursive subject in Kant’s text, has been forcibly curtailed.
         And this curtailment has left a visible mark, a wound, in the concept. We become aware
         of that wound in the text in the form of a contradiction.
      

      
      Beatrice Longuenesse defines Kantian spontaneity as a “rule-governed capacity to acquire
         representations that are not merely caused by the impingements of the world, but actively
         integrated into a unified network.”[18] The ways in which representations are combined, further, makes it possible to judge
         those representations as reliable or unreliable. Spontaneity, then, refers for Kant
         to the ability to combine (conjunctio) representations provided by the receptive faculty. Thus spontaneity, for Kant, is
         integrally linked to our ability to act according to reasons, made available by the
         discursive judging of the understanding, in contrast to the purely causal relations
         of the world of appearance. Spontaneity is therefore, for Kant, inseparable from the
         idea of freedom, since it refers to the possibility of the self being a causa sui, capable of generating the motives of its actions from within. It is here, Adorno
         believes, that Kant suppresses a crucial ambiguity in the idea of spontaneous action,
         where it seems to refer both to the idea of acting free of all external motives and
         impingements of sense, and at the same time it incorporates the idea of doing something
         “naturally,” from within, almost (but not quite) without thinking. This is the point
         where, for Adorno, Kant defines spontaneity by restricting the sense in which it points
         beyond the pure self-identity of the discursive subject:
      

      
         The dawning consciousness of freedom nourishes itself on the memory of the archaic
            impulse, not yet directed by a solidified ego. The more the ego restrains this, the
            more questionable ancient (vorzeitliche) freedom becomes to it as something chaotic. Without the anamnesis of the unbridled
            impulse, preceding the ego, which is later banished into the zone of unfree bondage
            to nature, the idea of freedom could not be conceived, even though it terminates for
            its part in the strengthening of the ego. In the philosophical concept, which elevates
            freedom as a form of comportment as the highest beyond empirical existence, namely
            that of spontaneity, the echo reverberates of that by which the ego of idealistic
            philosophy intends to secure its freedom, by controlling it all the way to its annihilation.
            (ND 221)
         

      

      The “unbridled impulse” is the moment of spontaneity that gets eliminated when spontaneity
         is conceived in explicit opposition to the idea of natural reactions that simply flow
         by themselves, without the mediation of the focused attention of thinking. Kant, Adorno
         is claiming, constitutes freedom by severing from the concept this moment of immediate
         responsiveness, which is neither reducible to a causal determination, nor can it be
         conceived as following from the discursive synthesis of the understanding. It is situated
         at the border of subjectivity, at the point where the subject emerges from nature
         in an archaic and rudimentary responsiveness that, while prefiguring the idea of self-identity,
         is not yet conceived in opposition to external nature. The construction of the subject,
         in Kant, is premised on the consignment of this moment of spontaneity to the realm
         of unfreedom, the realm, that is, of pure causal, hence unfree, determination. 
      

      
      Adorno elaborates on this idea in the section in Negative Dialectic titled Das Hinzutretende, or “The Supplementary.” It is not intended to be a discursive concept, if by this
         is meant a judgment that subsumes a collection of particulars under a rule. It is
         neither purely mental (conceptual) nor wholly material, but serves as a figure (which
         is neither a concept nor an object) for the conjoining of freedom and material being
         in the moment of action. It is “the rudiment of a phase in which the dualism of the
         extra- and the intra-mental was not fixed, neither to be bridged by volition nor an
         ontological ultimate” (ND 227–8). It is, Adorno writes, “intra-mental and somatic in one,” and its phantasm
         is that of a “reconciliation of spirit [Geist] and nature” (ND 228). The supplementary marks that moment of spontaneity that cannot be assimilated
         by the idea of freedom as discursive self-determination; it denotes the place where
         mental freedom merges with material being, yet without the introduction of an external,
         causal moment of determination:
      

      
         Practice also needs something other, which is not exhausted by consciousness, something
            bodily [Leibhaften], carried over [vermittelt] to reason but qualitatively different from it. Both moments are not at all experienced
            as separate; nonetheless, philosophical analysis has nonetheless clipped the phenomenon
            in such a way that it cannot be otherwise expressed in the language of philosophy,
            than as if something were being added to rationality. (ND 228)
         

      

      Adorno is claiming, then, that there is an excess in the concept of spontaneity that
         gets severed from the concept in order for that concept to serve as the fulcrum of
         discursive freedom. The concept strives to say more than discursive autonomy: it echoes
         with the archaic sense of a free act that cannot be consigned to rule-governed action
         or to the heteronomy of external impingements on the self. There is, then, a contradiction
         at the heart of the concept of spontaneity, because its meaning shoots beyond what
         is licensed by its discursive significance: it means the archaic unity of spirit and nature, but (in its discursive form) it says the identity of the self in its separation from nature. “The memory of what has been
         expelled,” Adorno writes, “lives on with [Kant] only in the double meaning [doppelten Deutung] of the intramentally interpreted [gedeuteten] spontaneity” (ND 229). It is the striving of the concept to mean beyond itself that brings to light
         what underlies the construction of discursive freedom in Kant. Freedom, as autonomy,
         is founded on an extraction of meaning from its material imbrications, and thereby
         inaugurates a fateful dissection of meaning, constituting meaning as the horizontal
         surface of discursive significance while consigning the material element to the level
         of the merely causal, divorced from the—now intramental or purely discursive—realm
         of reason as the realm of freedom. 
      

      
      With the figure of supplementary, Adorno is not mapping out another way of understanding
         freedom. Nor is he even telling us that the idea of freedom as (intramental) spontaneity
         is simply mistaken, as though we could simply switch at will from one conception to
         another with the same ease with which we try out different musical styles. The point
         is rather to bring us to an awareness of what lies behind the construction of autonomous
         selves that act according to self-given laws. The discursive construction of the subject
         traces a movement in which meaning is consecrated as a form of possession (that is,
         a fixed, timeless, conceptual content) through the sacrifice of the material element.
         It is not a question of formulating another understanding of freedom, then, but rather
         of perceiving the excessively restricted sense of the idea of freedom generated by
         the entwinement of freedom and coercion in the constitution of the subject, and which
         is repeated and rehearsed in every act of thinking and every thought that becomes
         act. 
      

      
      4. Hegel: The System as Expression

      
      A key presupposition of Adorno’s interpretation of Kant, as we saw, is the idea that
         the structural inconsistencies and contradictions that furrow a path through the text
         are far greater evidence of a text’s philosophical insight than the capacity to smooth
         over those inconsistencies and contradictions. The presence of contradiction, I have
         suggested, is the moment when the philosophical text gives voice to the excision of
         the material element which it must perform in order to constitute itself as a discursive
         system. The greatness, indeed the genius, of Kant is that these moments, which are
         the presence within the text of the historical conditions of its own constitution,
         are able to find expression; they become visible in an interpretive practice that,
         as Adorno writes in the Kant lectures, reads the text with “x-ray eyes,” making its
         hidden puzzles as transparent as “the cabbalists of old tried to make the Torah” (K 52). The overarching scheme of interpretation, however, is modernist rather than
         theological. The internal life of the text is seen as made up of mutually conflicting
         forces, yet these forces find their way into the text only indirectly, as they are
         rearranged in the construction of a coherent, deductive system of concepts. The point
         of dialectical interpretation is then to turn them towards the life that is buried
         in them, but which is not visible in their discursive deployment. Concepts, that is,
         must be turned to the expression of the form of life of which they are a part, called
         back from their subordination to the project of discursive mastery, and made to reveal
         the truth about their own experiential conditions of formation. We will find that
         the same scheme is at work in Adorno’s interpretation of Hegel. Adorno will look for
         those moments in Hegel’s text where the discursive progression manifests its deeper
         significance as a suturing of the wounds caused by the points of conflict involving
         the forces at work in the text. Concepts here recover their relation to the form of
         life which, as the suffering context of existence, leaves its indelible trace on the
         concept as it exempts itself from that context.
      

      
      In his 1958 lectures at Frankfurt, “Introduction to Dialectic,” which develop many
         of the same ideas as the Three Studies on Hegel, Adorno describes Hegelian dialectic as a concerted effort to break down the division
         between the sphere of logic or the concept (die Sphäre der Logizität) and the sphere of actual human experience (die Sphäre der eigentlichen menschlichen Erfahrung) (NS IV:2, 66). Indeed, Adorno claims that this abolition of the severance of the concept
         from experience extends even to the notion of contradiction itself, so that, when
         Hegel talks of contradiction, we are also to understand the moment of suffering, of
         negativity, in the sense that we suffer on account of a negative situation (an einem negativen Zustand leiden). Adorno is thinking here of Hegel’s understanding of the Phenomenology of Spirit as the “science of the experience of consciousness,” whereby Hegel understands the
         inseparability of a structure of cognition and the form of life of which that structure
         is a part . The nature of this connection only emerges for the inquiring consciousness
         (it only becomes “for itself,” in Hegel’s language) in the course of the development
         of the Phenomenology. The claim of Hegel’s dialectic, according to Adorno, is that human cognition is
         not simply the work of an intellectual process that is split off from concrete content,
         but incorporates experience as a whole, indeed the “entire history of humanity.” Adorno
         expands on this idea as follows
      

      
         Each thought process is always also at the same time a way of suffering or a form
            of happiness, and the total separation of thinking and happiness or thinking and suffering—and
            suffering and happiness belong to the same dimension—should be sublated [aufgehoben] by a thinking that incorporates its own historical conditions, which it has in its
            totality. (NS IV:2, 67)
         

      

      The grounds for this claim can be discerned from Hegel’s critique of classificatory
         thinking in the preface to the Phenomenology. Hegel distinguishes in the preface a use of concepts that, as fixed, classificatory
         forms, are predicated of a particular content, from an employment of concepts as the
         “immanent life of the thing [des Daseins]” (PhG 32, 44). The problem with formal understanding, the mere classificatory use of concepts,
         according to Hegel, is that, instead of “entering into the immanent content of the
         thing,” it maintains itself always at a distance, unaffected and untouched by the
         particular to which it enters into relation. Genuine scientific cognition, in contrast,
         demands a “going over into the life of the object” or “having the inner necessity
         of the object before oneself and expressing it.” It is an immersion, a Versenkung, in the matter which it wants to comprehend (PhG 33, 45). 
      

      
      The goal of dialectic, including the Hegelian version, Adorno writes in the lectures,
         is a Revokationsversuch, a practice of revocation (NS IV:2, 68). What is “revoked” in dialectic is the distancing of concepts from the life
         of the thing, when they congeal into frozen classificatory forms which are employed
         to pick out common properties, instead of penetrating into the inner life of what
         they seek to understand. This is where, for Adorno, Hegel’s philosophy takes up directly
         from Kant’s third critique, and its evoking of the possibility of an internal comprehension
         of the thing. It is this idea of a “comprehension from within” (AT 247, 165) that Adorno finds to be anticipated in Kant’s idea of reflective judging
         as a finding the universal for the particular, rather than, as in determinate judgment,
         subsuming the particular as an instance of a general class. In the exposition of teleological
         judgment, Kant explains the idea of understanding something as a natural end to mean
         that, rather than seeing the causality of its origin as lying in a mechanism of nature,
         it is a cause whose productive capacity is determined by concepts (KU § 64). Kant describes, in this section of the third critique, a type of comprehension
         that, rather than fixing the thing according to pre-given mechanical laws, contains
         in its origin its own concept as a principle, which is developed in the course of
         the thing’s own self-development or self-unfolding. This is the idea of cognition
         that, according to Adorno, is taken up in Hegelian dialectic in opposition to mechanistic
         thinking. It is a thinking, as Adorno puts it, which is in Tuchfühlung mit seinem Gegenstand und schmiegsam dem Gegenstand gegenüber (“in bodily contact with its object and pliant towards it”) (NS IV:2, 73). The idea of a concept as the self-unfolding of the thing is what distinguishes
         dialectic, and makes it more than a mechanical use of concepts as forms of external
         classification. 
      

      
      Adorno’s interpretation of Hegel assumes, with Hegel, the importance of this practice
         of revocation, the re-turning of concepts, as living, developing thought forms, towards
         experience. But, and this is the crucial point, Adorno will set his ear to the ground
         of the dialectical movement in order to detect those moments when living experience
         is betrayed, suppressed, and distorted by the need for a systematic ordering of concepts.
         The cognitive goal of dialectic, the turning of concepts towards experience, is betrayed
         by the formal constraints of philosophical exposition and its positing of a cohesive
         system of concepts centered around the knowing subject. Adorno’s interpretation of
         Hegel will focus on those moments where the striving of concepts to make contact with
         living experience is thwarted by the subject’s need for mastery through the construction
         of a seamless conceptual order. A conflict is played out in the movement of the text
         between the striving for expression of concepts, and the coercive demands of subject
         constitution, the need for a seamless order of concepts. The friction created by this
         conflict leaves marks on the surface of the text, and it is to the detection of these
         marks that Adorno’s interpretive efforts are devoted. At these moments, concepts begin
         to speak about their complicity in the rendering mute of living experience, and philosophical
         interpretation can expound these moments by its sensuous-mimetic attunement, as it
         listens attentively, lovingly, for the plaintive cry of concepts in the moment of
         their coerced reduction to discursive form. Adorno, then, is interested in the capacity
         of Hegel’s text to reveal more than is discernible by following the order of conceptual
         significations. The text is more than a system of concepts when it discloses, on its
         surface, the violent excision of living experience that must take place to allow that
         system to constitute itself as such. Hegel’s genius, then, is that he is able to make
         such moments visible in the text. 
      

      
      I want to focus here on Adorno’s interpretation of Hegel’s political philosophy. It
         is important to note how this account is clearly influenced by, yet also differs in
         crucial respects, from Karl Marx’s critique of Hegel’s Rechtsphilosophie. In his “Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right,” finished in 1843, Marx identifies what he calls a “mystification” at the heart
         of the Rechtsphilosophie, and which he describes as a fetishistic inversion whereby an idea, which originates
         as a product of a certain arrangement of social practice, imagines itself to be the
         origin of that practice, as though practice were a determination of thought rather
         than the other way around. Hegel, Marx claims, does not “develop his thought out of
         the object, but develops the object in accordance with a ready-made thought which
         has its origin in the abstract sphere of logic.”[19]   A set of relations between concepts, Marx is saying, is substituted for the actual
         relations among things, and of which logic is the expression. The mystification occurs,
         then, when the structure of conceptual relations, constituted in conceptual space,
         forgets that it is in fact a way of expressing actual relations, and instead takes
         the latter to be instantiations of logic. So, whereas family and civil society are
         the “really active things,” in speculative philosophy this gets reversed, and the
         philosophical Idea becomes the active subject, developing the family and civil society
         out of itself as “objective moments of the Idea.”[20]   Thinking, instead of understanding itself as a relation to what exceeds thinking,
         begins to interiorize its relation to what is other than thought and, finally, begins
         to conceive of reality as its own product. It is this same idea of what is the product
         of a certain life activity taking itself to be an origin that will underlie the later
         account of commodity fetishism in the first volume of Capital.
      

      
      Marx’s critique, then, focuses on Hegel’s practice of ascribing living qualities to
         abstractions of thought, and consequently of ascribing real existence to things only
         in so far as they can be derived from the exposition of conceptual thought. For Marx,
         however, the mystification at the heart of Hegel’s political philosophy is not simply
         an error, it is an ideological justification of existing social conditions which seeks
         to present those conditions as in accordance with rational thinking. Adorno agrees
         with Marx’s claim that there is a mystification at work in Hegel’s account of the
         state. However, for Adorno, that mystification is not simply ideological, that is, it does not merely disguise an underlying truth. In the course
         of his philosophical presentation of the state, Hegel brings to expression the antagonistic
         and unreconciled nature of bourgeois civil society, and thus manages to give voice
         to a truth that the form of a rigorous and closed system of concepts cannot acknowledge.
         If Hegel’s political philosophy does exhibit an ideological justification of the Prussian
         state in its explicit pronouncements, it also explodes the very basis for that ideology
         in its voicing of contradictions that require a coercive imposition of conceptual
         unity in order to make good on its own systematic claims. Marx does not of course
         claim that he is engaged in an external criticism of Hegel’s philosophy. He takes
         himself to be unfolding what is already there in Hegel’s exposition, and which simply
         waits on the acuity of dialectical analysis to bring forth its hidden truth. What
         Marx does not see, however, is that the nature of that mystification and the possible
         expression of the underlying truth are tightly bound together in Hegel’s text, such
         that it is impossible to separate the truth from the mystification. The mystification,
         that is to say, is not simply an arbitrary disguise that is placed over a real social
         situation. Just as the semblance of reconciliation in the artwork is more than semblance
         in its power to give voice to the social conflicts and antagonisms that forbid reconciliation
         in reality, so the mystification in a philosophical text is more than mystification
         in its capacity to disclose an underlying social-historical truth. Mystification is
         the transcribing, in the language of philosophy, of a social process; or, we could
         also say, it is the searching of that social process for awareness about itself, the
         enabling of its self-reflection in and through the language of philosophy. The point
         I am trying to bring out here is nicely captured in Adorno’s comments about the expressive
         force of Hegel’s presentation of philosophy as a cohesive system:
      

      
         The idea of a positivity that can master everything that opposes it through the superior
            power of a comprehending spirit is the mirror image of the superior coercive force
            inherent in everything that exists by virtue of its consolidation under domination.
            This is the truth in Hegel’s untruth. The force of the whole, which it mobilizes,
            is not a mere fantasy on the part of spirit; it is the force of the real web of illusion
            in which all individual existence remains trapped. (3St 87) 
         

      

      Adorno’s use of the locution ‘truth in Hegel’s untruth” emphasizes the compression
         of the real, social process into the text at the level of form. The coercive unity
         prevalent under the domination of capitalist relations in society finds its way into
         the text in the form of the systematic presentation, which establishes the absolute
         priority of the whole, as the true, against the partiality of the individual moments.
         The crucial point here is that it is not only a replication of that social process;
         rather, through registering that process in the interior of philosophical form, Hegel’s
         philosophy gives voice to the coercive and forced nature of the social bond in bourgeois
         society. The mystification, in other words, is expression, which brings the social
         process to language. 
      

      
      The coercive integration of particulars in Hegel’s political philosophy is therefore
         to be seen as a carrying over of the blindness to the claim for attention of particularity
         in society into the arena of philosophical form. In his treatment of the particular,
         Hegel is showing us a prevalent social blindness, and further, he is making possible
         the self-reflection of this form of life characterized by its dismissive attitude
         to particularity. By rehearsing the constitution of the subject in the arena of philosophical
         form, Hegel is making us aware of the deeper presuppositions of our own subjectivity,
         the root of our own nature as damaged selves. Let me emphasize once more here that
         this is not a criticism of Hegel; it is not the claim that Hegel has made a mistake
         or got something wrong. Adorno is claiming that Hegel has made it possible for damaged
         life, and the damaged selves that live it, to reach a deeper understanding about that
         life. Adorno’s interpretation is not, then, a finding fault with Hegel. He is seeking,
         rather, to coax Hegelian philosophy towards a more profound understanding of what
         it is doing, hence to turn that philosophy around to see what it reveals in its presentation.
         Adorno’s interpretation seeks to make visible these experiential conditions of the
         construction of the cognitive subject, in idealism, as a seamless system of concepts.
         
      

      
      It is the urge to master experience, in the relation to the world and to others, which
         finds expression in the constitution of the subject in Hegel’s philosophy. That urge
         to mastery, Adorno believes, is disclosed in the mystification that is at the core
         of Hegel’s philosophical language. This mystification is in fact what Adorno, in Negative Dialectic, identifies as the characteristic trait of identity thinking. As should be clear
         by now, the point here is not to criticize identity thinking, but rather to make us
         aware of the urge to flight in our thinking, and thus to allow us to understand that
         urge, and to find ways of turning thought around to the experience from which it flees.
         It is an urge that runs throughout our language, but which can become conscious of
         itself via the platform for self-reflection furnished by the philosophical text. Adorno’s reference
         to the mystification that occurs when thinking “follows its own laws of motion unconsciously”
         (ND 152) is depicting the tendency of thought to “turn against its own meaning,” its
         habit of transforming the relation of thought to what is other than thought, hence
         thought’s dependence on the form of life of which it is a part, into an internal relation
         of a thought to its own discursive implications. This is the elimination of the vertical
         relation of the concept, and its reduction to the chains of significance that stretch
         across the horizontal dimension of discursive space. Thought, Adorno says here, can
         “see through” this tendency of thinking, but it cannot eliminate it. The turning around
         of thought towards life is not the replacement of identity thinking with something
         else, it is a constant vigilance exercised within thinking, a “battle” for the soul
         of language. 
      

      
      Adorno is talking about this mystification of thinking when he writes that “[t]he
         proton pseudos of idealism since Fichte was that the movement of abstraction would permit the discarding
         of what was abstracted from” (ND 139). The latter is eliminated from thought, “exiled” from its domain, but “not annihilated
         in itself. The belief in this is magical.” In Hegel, Adorno writes in the Three Studies, 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” (3St 19). This is the transformed relation of thought to its content that characterizes
         identity thinking. It is not, as is often mistakenly assumed, a criticism of the one-sided
         use of conceptual classifications, a forgetting, say, that the thing has other properties
         besides the one used to identify it in a particular proposition. What is at issue
         is a mystification of the relation of thinking to what is thought. And this mystification
         is the result of the elimination of the vertical dimension of concepts, in which they
         figure not as rules for subsuming particulars, but as the expression of what is not
         thought. It is not, then, a matter of keeping open the possibility of other identifying
         assertions that is at stake in countering this mystification, for Adorno. The task
         is to instill in thinking a constant vigilance with regard to the danger of the loss
         of experiential substance that is present in every proposition. The ethical responsibility of thinking is then a “making amends,” for
         what happens in the ordinary course of thinking; it is a reminding or recollecting,
         in thought, of the dependence on the living context of experience that makes it a
         meaningful thought at all. It uses the power of the subject, its capacity to reflect
         on what it is doing, in order to break through the delusion of constitutive subjectivity
         (ND 10). 
      

      
      According to Adorno’s reading, it is in the treatment of the particular that this
         mystification can be discerned to be at work most virulently in Hegel. The forced
         closure of meaning occurs through a fatal subreption, in which the relation to particulars,
         as what is exterior to thought, is transformed into the concept of particularity, hence established as a purely internal relation among concepts:
      

      
         The particular would accordingly be immediately the universal, because it finds each
            and every determination of its speciality [Sonderheit] solely through the universal;
            without this, concludes Hegel, according to an always recurring mode, the particular
            would be nothing. The modern history of the Spirit, and not only it, was the apologetic
            labor of Sisyphus, to think away the negative of the universal out of existence. In
            Kant the Spirit still recalls it in opposition to necessity: he sought to delimit
            this latter to nature. In Hegel the critique of what is necessary is spirited away.
            (ND 321) 
         

      

      The word Adorno uses for the work of mystification in Hegel’s thinking here is eskamotieren, translated as “spirited away.” Adorno makes fairly extensive use of this very rare
         German verb to describe the subreption at work in the transition from the relation
         to exteriority to the internal relation to the meaning content of the concept.[21]   The word derives from the old French word escamoteur, a conjurer, one of whose props was a cork ball or escamot. Thus the term carries the sense of a sleight of hand, a trick by which something
         is made to disappear. This is not a trick on Hegel’s part, but is simply the unavoidable
         movement that occurs in the discursive constitution of experience. The labor of Sisyphus
         is the attempt to reduce the concept to the horizontal plane of discursive relations,
         which must constantly be brought up against its impossibility, on pain of the elimination
         of the very meaningfulness of concepts. Adorno writes that “while of the particular
         nothing can be predicated without determinateness and thereby without universality,
         the moment of something particular, something opaque, which that refers to and is
         based on, does not perish therein” (ND 322). Universality, the work of conceptual subsumption, makes the particular thinkable.
         However, in the subreption of discursive language, the particular is identified with
         the conditions under which it is thinkable. Again, the issue here is not that there
         may be other properties which the particular possesses which are not part of its current
         identification. It is concerned, rather, with the loss of the dependence of conceptual
         sense on the relation to exteriority. It is not the neglect of some meanings that
         is at issue, but the threat of emptiness in the estrangement of language from the
         living context of experience. 
      

      
      Adorno believes that this mystification of the particular can be tracked right into
         the essential features of Hegel’s political philosophy. The “logical primacy of the
         universal” in Hegel’s philosophy, he writes, “provides a fundament for the social
         and political primary that Hegel opts for” (ND 322). Adorno accuses Hegel of refusing to take the claims of the particular against
         the universal seriously. Hegel, he writes, “lacks sympathy for the utopia of the particular
         that is crushed under the universal,” the utopia that would come into being only when
         the particularity of the universal has been left behind (ND 312). He writes of the “authoritarian dismissal” of the particular in Hegel’s political
         thinking (ND 323), by which he means Hegel’s unwillingness to allow the claim of the particular
         against the universal to count. In political terms, then, the subreption of thought
         discloses itself as a silencing of the suffering of particulars. One place in which
         this occurs, for Adorno, is in the transition from morality to ethical life in the
         Philosophy of Right. Here, Hegel’s rejection of the ethics of conviction, the idea that the subjective
         conviction of an action’s goodness make it good (Hegel may well have had Karl Sand,
         the assassin of the dramatist August von Kotzebue, in mind here), effectively silences
         any claim of the particular, as particular, against the prevailing universal. Hegel’s
         assertion that the particular must not “cling on to particularity instead of the universal
         as the essential,” abolishes the voice of the suffering particular as such, hence
         leaving the unhappy consciousness always in the wrong in its complaint against the
         universal.[22]  
      

      
      This refusal of the voice of particularity is effected at a higher level in the case
         of Hegel’s theory of the state. What is important to see here is how the state does
         not so much resolve, or sublate (to use Hegel’s word for the dialectical progression)
         the contradictions of civil society, as it forcibly silences those contradictions. This is where, for Adorno, we can see most clearly the struggle
         in Hegel’s philosophical text between the deeply felt need to give voice to experience,
         and the demands of discursive construction. The “failing” of Hegel’s theory of the
         state is then not really a failure at all. It is a consequence of Hegel’s holding
         fast both to a faithfulness to antagonistic historical experience, and to the demands
         of philosophy’s discursive form. In his theory of the state, Hegel discloses the urge
         to mastery at the core of the discursive construction of experience, through the coercive
         integration of social elements:
      

      
         Civil society is an antagonistic totality. It survives only in and through its antagonisms
            and is not able to resolve them. . . . This is why Hegel’s idolization of the state
            should not be trivialized by being treated as a mere empirical aberration or an irrelevant
            addendum. Rather, that idolization is itself produced by insight into the fact that
            the contradictions of civil society cannot be resolved by its self-movement. (3St 28) 
         

      

      Hegel, Adorno suggests, is aware of the fact that economic development in the liberal
         era of capitalism creates unsustainable divisions of wealth in civil society, yet
         Hegel can envisage no internal, dialectical, solution to this problem. Thus “the state
         is appealed to in desperation as a seat of authority beyond this play of forces” (3St 29). It does not emerge organically from within civil society, but is instead imposed
         from above in order to suppress the contradictions, to stop them coming to the surface
         and threatening to explode the whole of which they are the parts. For Adorno, then,
         Hegel’s theory of the state suspends the dialectical progression. Hence it is at this
         moment that the constraints of the philosophical system reveal themselves as the coercive
         imposition of form on a recalcitrant matter that is riven with discord. The demands
         of philosophy’s discursive form work here as expression or, in other words, they begin
         to speak other than through their role in the discursive constitution of experience.
         And what they disclose concerns their own conditions of possibility in historical
         experience. The philosophical system reveals itself to be a coercive unity, not a
         seamless dialectical progression, and, moreover, it brings to the surface the social
         discord that makes the construction of a dialectical system impossible:
      

      
         If in the last analysis Hegel’s system makes the transition into untruth by following
            its own logic, this is a judgment not simply on Hegel, as a self-righteous positivist
            science would like to think, but rather a judgment on reality. Hegel’s scornful “so
            much the worse for the facts” is invoked against him so automatically only because
            it expresses the dead serious truth about the facts.[23](3St 30-1)   
         

      

      We can see here the unison, on Adorno’s interpretation, of mystification and truth
         in Hegel. Hegel shows the irreconcilability of reality in making apparent the coercive
         nature of systemic unity. The “dead serious truth” that Hegel expresses is that philosophy
         can only comprehend reality in the form of a unified system by silencing the facts,
         muzzling their potential to voice their own coercive confinement under the conditions
         of liberal capitalism. Hegel’s “so much the worse for the facts” is then the taking
         up into philosophical form of capitalist society’s modus operandi, its simultaneous
         expansion and coercive repression of conflicts that expresses: “so much the worse
         for individuals.” The mystification in Hegel’s philosophy is then the condition of
         its capacity to raise historical experience into the realm of truth.
      

      
      “The locus of Hegel’s truth,” Adorno writes, “is not outside the system; rather, it
         is as inherent in the system as his untruth.” This untruth, he adds, is “none other
         than the untruth of the system of society that constitutes the substratum of his philosophy”
         (3St 32). This idea of the disclosure of the “untruth” of society, helps us to see what
         is at stake in the textual construction of concepts, in Adorno’s interpretation of
         Hegel. In its textual presentation, Hegel’s philosophy exceeds what it says as the
         conceptual elucidation of experience. It shows that the concept must do violence to
         experience in order to satisfy the demands of its systematic form. In dialectical
         interpretation, then, the concept begins to speak beyond its role in the discursive
         constitution of experience. The concept is opened out to the historical and social
         context which underlies the project of the discursive constitution of experience.
         It underlies that project in the sense that the need for the discursive ordering of
         experience is ultimately a consequence and development of the urge to mastery that
         prevails in social reality generally. The antagonistic historical conditions driving
         the formation of living subjects here find expression within the idealist system.
         However, the philosophical concept does not simply reiterate the dominant characteristics
         of our experience. It also discloses, in its textual presentation, the coercive nature
         of social reality. It expresses the social suffering underlying the project of mastery,
         and in doing so, it furnishes a breathing space within which we, as subjects, the
         executors of that project, can turn to reflect on what is at stake in our form of
         life.[24]   The hope is that this will allow us to enter into a new relationship with our concepts,
         one marked by self-awareness, in which we will be able to recognize this urge to mastery
         in play in our words, and turn them around towards experience in ways that give voice
         to it, instead of seeking to dominate it.
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      Chapter 6

      Modernist Ethics: Musil and Adorno

      
         
         
      

      
      1. Introduction

      
      In Robert Musil’s The Man Without Qualities, the central character, Ulrich, suffers from the extreme disjunction between the
         self and the objectified and depersonalized nature of experience. In the novel, which
         is set in Vienna in the months leading up to the first World War, this opposition
         is generally stylized as a contrast between the scientific perspective and its neutral
         observation of facts, and the world of emotion, which is associated with the life
         of the soul. Musil writes specifically of this disjunction in his description of Ulrich’s
         own experience of being a “man without qualities”
      

      
         A world of qualities without a man has arisen, of experiences without the person who
            experiences them, and it almost looks as though ideally private experience is a thing
            of the past, and that the friendly burden of personal responsibility is to dissolve
            into a system of formulas of possible meanings. Probably the dissolution of the anthropocentric
            point of view, which for a long time considered man to be at the center of the universe
            but which has been fading away for centuries, has finally arrived at the “I” itself,
            for the belief that the most important thing about experience is the experiencing,
            or of action the doing, is beginning to strike most people as naïve (MWQ 158–9). 
         

      

      What Musil is describing here is an estrangement of the self from its own experience,
         its incapacity to feel itself engaged by its experience, as though the self were a
         kind of anonymous and characterless screen on which experiences run their course,
         but which itself remains indifferent to everything that happens to it. I want to note
         firstly how this theme is echoed in Adorno’s treatment of the theme of the reification
         of the self in Minima Moralia. Here, Adorno describes the dissolution of the self under the pressure of socio-economic
         conditions which drive instrumentalization into the very interior of the self and
         its own unique qualities:
      

      
         Under the a priori saleability the living has made itself, as something living, a thing, equipment. The
            ego consciously takes the whole man into its service as a piece of apparatus. In this
            re-organization the ego as business-manager delegates so much of itself to the ego
            as business-mechanism [Betriebsmittel], that it becomes quite abstract, a mere reference point: self-preservation forfeits
            its self. Character traits, from genuine kindness to the hysterical fit of rage, become
            capable of manipulation, until they coincide exactly with the demands of a given situation.
            With their mobilization they change. All that is left are the light, rigid, empty
            husks of emotions, matter transportable at will, devoid of anything personal (MM § 147). 
         

      

      The objectifying stance towards one’s own qualities and attributes ultimately leads
         to a withdrawal of the self from the world. As the substance of the self now gets
         squeezed out to form part of the objective, instrumental relations between things—as
         character traits and emotions themselves become things towards which one can adopt
         an objectifying stance, so the self retreats to the point of a pure, substance-less
         locus of discursive constitution, the quality-less ego that performs the work of the
         synthesis of experience but which is nowhere to be found within experience itself.
         
      

      
      The defining feature of historical experience around which Musil’s work turns is the
         diremption between what, in The Man Without Qualities, are called “intellectual rigor” and the “emotional life” (MWQ 534). Intellect and emotion have split off from one another, resulting in a mutual
         corruption and disfigurement of both of these areas of human experience. More generally,
         these terms are associated by Musil with the defining experiential tendencies of the
         time. Intellect, in its present state as split off from emotion and the personal life,
         has become a mechanistic and overly rigid driver of societal rationalization. On the
         other hand, emotion, in its stunted form as the counter-principle to the intellect,
         has come to serve as the animating principle in a series of concerted assaults on
         the emptiness and soullessness of modern European civilization. As instances of these,
         Musil discusses in his prose essays Walter Rathenau and Oswald Spenger. The former,
         in fact, serves as the inspiration for Arnheim in The Man Without Qualities. It is the nature of Musil’s response to this cultural antagonism that both defines
         his outlook, and his literary task, as distinctively modernist, and is also what enables
         us to see the deep congruence between Musil’s literary project and the major themes
         of Adorno’s writings. The antagonism of intellect and emotion that concerns Musil
         is in fact another way of thinking about the problem of the dirempted concept, that
         is, the split between the discursive pole of the concept and its mimetic pole. The
         split in the concept, when it becomes dominant within a culture, gives rise to the
         structure of what I have described as administered experience. The discursive-rational
         pole of the concept becomes increasingly insensitive to the meaning-disclosive potential
         of the emotional engagement with things. The rational potential of mimetic comportment
         survives only in the practices of art, unable to find other meaningful avenues of
         expression within cultural life and its specialized practices of knowledge. Administered
         experience dissects the totality of meaningful experience into the mechanical operation
         of the concept, embodied most prominently in the imposing edifice of scientific knowledge,
         and a notion of enjoyment as instant gratification, which represents a short-circuiting
         of the cognitive potential of the mimetic element. 
      

      
      What binds Musil and Adorno together as modernists is, firstly, the awareness that
         the diremption of these two elements of a full rationality leads to the corruption
         of both. It produces a cold and mechanical intellect, and stunted and thoughtless
         representations of the value of the emotional life. What both realize, secondly, is
         that, within this historical context of experience dissevered into the mechanical
         concept and a crude and undeveloped emotionality, the main danger to be guarded against
         is the cult of irrationalism, promoted by the popular attacks on rational thinking
         and scientific reasoning in writers such as Oswald Spengler and Ludwig Klages. Adorno,
         as I argued, sees this temptation given full reign in Heidegger’s philosophy, and
         it is the reason for his constant opposition towards Heidegger’s philosophical language.
         This idea is also a constant theme in Musil’s essays. In the essay on Spengler, “Mind
         and Experience,” Musil speaks of a “favorable prejudice” towards “offenses against
         mathematics, logic, and precision” (PS 135), a prejudice he finds embodied in the speculative nature of much of Spengler’s
         historical argument, relying heavily on analogical reasoning. Musil writes critically
         of the tendency to set spirit (Geist) in opposition to the understanding (Verstand), and argues instead for a “suprarationalism” (PS 142), which would be a type of thinking capable of stretching the understanding beyond
         the domain of lifeless facts and toward life and subjective experience, the domain
         that Musil tends to characterize with the word Erlebnis, which can be translated as “experience,” but is derived from the German word for
         life, Leben. Musil’s novels, and his essayistic writing, explore the possibilities for opening
         up the understanding to forms of experience that have been ostracized from the sphere
         of rational thinking. It is never a question, for Musil, of limiting the understanding,
         or of contrasting it with another form of thinking which is opposed to it (as Bergson
         does, for example, with the idea of intuition). The problem, according to Musil, is
         that the intellect has itself been too narrowly conceived, giving rise to a myopic
         view of the sphere of operation of rational thinking, and, in consequence, diminishing
         the potential for growth and expression of the realm of Erlebnis. There is no more stubborn prejudice, Musil writes, than “the belief that civilization’s
         entire misdirection, and above all its spiritual dissolution, can be blamed on the
         scientific spirit our society panders to” (PS 131). Musil puts the point concisely when he goes on to say that “[w]e do not have
         too much intellect and too little soul, but too little intellect in matters of the
         soul.” As we will see, art, and in particular that literary form which can be described
         as essayistic writing, has a crucial role to play in opening up the sphere of the
         rational to the excluded sources of meaning comprised under the notion of Erlebnis. 
      

      
      Patrizia Mcbride has suggested that Musil’s work was motivated by a pervasive concern
         with the “inner dividedness” of contemporary life, which was split between “an ugly
         ordinary experience dominated by rationalization, modernization and specialization”
         on the one hand, and “the intimation of an alternative realm that escapes language
         and thought,” surfacing in “fleeting moments” of illumination, on the other.[1]   Musil does not understand this opposition to be a fixed and timeless category distinction,
         but rather takes it to be a consequence of a narrowing of the scope of the intellect
         in the course of the increasing domination of thinking by a scientifically driven
         conception of objectivity. Thus the ordinary condition, under the sway of the intellect,
         is described by Musil as a condition of alienation (PS 186). As Kelly Coble has argued, the main point of Musil’s conception, in The Man Without Qualities, of an interior self bereft of substance was to explore a “crisis in moral reflection
         ensuing from a commitment to the standpoint of value-neutral objectivity.”[2]   To exist without qualities, she suggests, is thus to “abandon oneself to the purely
         theoretical outlook, and so to be unable to construct a narrative rendering the episodes
         of one’s life as parts of a process with cumulativeness and direction.” What distinguishes
         Musil’s stance, then, is that it recognizes the narrowing of the intellect as the
         consequence of an intrinsic distortion, the result of an expulsion, or repression,
         of the emotional side of thinking, and which at the same time disfigures the emotional
         life. Musil never wavers from the belief that a solution to this cultural antagonism
         must lie in an expansion of the possibilities of rational thinking. This “suprarationalism”
         would be a form of rational thinking that was capable of developing and incorporating
         the rational potential of emotion, and using that potential to expand the range of
         what rational thinking is able to know. 
      

      
      How, then, does Musil conceive the possibility, and indeed the identity, of this suprarationalism?
         The key idea emerges in Musil’s investigation of the notion of essayism. In The Man Without Qualities, in the midst of a discussion of essayism, the narrator asserts that “[a] man who
         wants the truth becomes a scholar; a man who wants to give free play to his subjectivity
         may become a writer; but what should a man do who wants something in between?” (MWQ 274). This division between “truth” and “subjectivity” is another rendering of the
         diremption of experience into the mechanical intellect and uncultivated emotion. The
         answer to the question, Musil suggests, is essayism, understood as “the unique and
         unalterable form assumed by a man’s inner life in a decisive thought” (MWQ 273). It is in the essay that Musil finds that explosive synthesis of intellectual
         rigor and emotional expression which allows rational thinking to achieve a new depth
         of insight, and which is impossible so long as it defines itself in opposition to
         the emotional sphere. Adorno, of course, is identified with the essay largely through
         the well-known piece, “The Essay as Form.” What Musil and Adorno rediscover in essayistic
         writing is the possibility of saturating discursive thinking with the depth of a single,
         situated, subjectivity. The type of truth accessible in essayistic writing is very
         different from systematic thought that wants to encompass a totality in thought. But
         it is also very different from a (merely) affective expression of subjectivity. In
         an essay, subjectivity is submitted to the probing, rigorous investigation of discursive
         thinking in a way which (when it works) makes that perspective communicable without
         distorting it. For Musil, the spirit of the essay is a spirit of experimentalism.
         The task of the writer, Musil writes in an early essay, is “to discover ever new solutions,
         constellations, variables, to set up prototypes of an order of events, appealing models
         of how one can be human” (PS 64). I take Musil here to be approaching a similar insight to Adorno’s claim about
         the importance of risk, of exposure to the possibility of going astray, and hence
         that a thought that does not stretch discursivity, seeking to uncover new connections
         and possibilities, is likely to sacrifice truth for correctness. If discursive thinking
         wants truth, it must stretch the potential of its own rational form, stretching that
         form according to the promptings of the emotional or mimetic pole of thinking. The
         unity embodied in the essay, however, because it is the deliberate cultivation of
         a perspective, a way of seeing things, cannot take the form of a general thesis. This
         is not a defect, but is rather derived directly from essayism’s modernist provenance.
         In lieu of systematizing thinking, Adorno argues that the task of philosophy in the
         present is the experimental construction of perspectives, what he also calls “models,”
         which shed light on a sphere of existence by their arrangement of ideas around a theme.
         Essayism, for both Musil and Adorno, represents this modernist vision of a reconstruction
         or rearrangement that shapes a singular perspective until it is honed into a communicable
         form. Rather than a general theory, essayism offers a multitude of particular moments
         or “takes” on experience. Taken together, essayistic writings offer a way of out administered
         experience through their capacity to rescue the rational potential of emotion, and
         in the process they also stretch the power of discursive rationality.
      

      
      Essayistic writing, by drawing rational linkages outwards toward the hitherto isolated
         and intellectually undernourished domains of living experience, is able to develop
         points of contact between the intellect and the soul. The self is then able to recover
         modes of expression for the intimate and unique character of individual experience,
         as language is pushed beyond the lifeless discourse of objectivity. Aesthetics has
         a key role in this transformation because, as Musil points out, it establishes “a
         different relationship of the experiencer to the experience” (PS 206). Now the broader point that I want to establish in this chapter is that this
         transformation is the core idea in a distinctively modernist notion of ethics, which
         can be seen at work in the writings of Musil, as well as in Adorno. This understanding
         of ethics is far removed from the commonplace idea of ethical thinking as consisting
         of the theoretical elaboration of codes of practice. And it is also far removed from
         the idea of meta-ethics, understood as a theoretical inquiry into the status of moral
         claims (such as the disagreements between moral subjectivists and moral realists about
         what grounds moral judgments, for example). Instead, as I will show, ethics in the
         modernist sense is crucially bound up with the openness of the self towards experience,
         its capacity to be affected, and hence the capacity to risk losing oneself in experience.
         Ethics is then inseparable from the striving to get beyond the depersonalized and
         fragmented self and its objectifying stance towards its own experience. Ethical experience
         cannot be conceived, in narrowly intellectual terms, as the correct classification
         of an action or event under a rule. Ethics is not an identification or categorization
         of an action, or, rather, this plays only a subsidiary role in what happens in ethical
         experience. This is, in essence, a movement, something the self undergoes as it allows
         itself to become immersed in the qualitative singularity of experience. Ethics is
         then the exposure of the self that dismantles, momentarily, the depersonalized self
         which underlies the constitution of experience as the sphere of objective relations.
         I want to show, in the next section, how this idea forms the central thread in the
         ethical thinking of Musil and Adorno. I begin this discussion by looking at J. M.
         Bernstein’s account of modernist ethics in relation to Adorno. I will then try to
         delineate what I understand to be two different forms of the modernist elucidation
         of ethical experience. These are, firstly, the autobiographical and aphoristic writing
         of Adorno’s Minima Moralia, and, secondly, the notion of essayism as it is practiced by Adorno and Musil. Essayism,
         I shall argue, leads the self towards the transformed relation to practice that is
         the defining movement in ethical experience.
      

      
      2. Ethical Modernism

      
      In his Adorno: Disenchantment and Ethics, J. M. Bernstein characterizes the idea of ethical modernism as concerned with the
         delineation of the possibility of fugitive ethical events. He describes these as a
         form of “emphatic yet material experience,” which is an “experience of transcendence”
         and hence overlaps with what (following Kant) has been thought under the title of
         metaphysics.[3]   The background to this idea is formed by Bernstein’s reading of rationalization
         as a process of disenchantment which has eroded the social bases of the possibility
         of ethical life. Much of Bernstein’s elucidation of this idea draws on an understanding
         of social modernization as an undermining of the social-practical context of ethical
         life, and in fact draws on the previous accounts of Alasdair MacIntyre and Bernard
         Williams.[4]   From the reading of these accounts, Bernstein draws the idea that ethical theory
         comes on the scene as a way of sustaining non-conflictual relations among individuals
         once the substance of genuine ethical life has effectively disappeared. Thus Kantian
         and Utilitarian moralities, Bernstein suggests, can be seen as “moralities for hard
         times,” that is, moralities which stand in for genuine ethical relations once ethical
         substance has been reduced to rubble by the encroachments of market relations and
         the spread of instrumentalized forms of practice.[5]   Modern moral theory can then be seen as the attempt to construct impersonal rules
         which will join together quality-less selves, selves, that is, which have lost the
         capacity to undergo experience as substantial selves. It provides a veneer of morality
         once the social conditions of ethical subjectivity have been eviscerated.[6]   Along with these conditions those “thick” ethical concepts which once embodied
         substantive ethical experience have also been disemboweled, making the moral sense
         of those concepts increasingly void of the situated experience of the self. The ideal
         context-independence of the vocabulary of moral theory is then seen as a consequence
         of the absence of a shared thick vocabulary which would bind individuals together
         in a shared understanding of the intrinsic norms of ethical practice. 
      

      
      There is obviously much more to Bernstein’s dense account of the consequences of disenchantment
         than I have sketched here, but this should suffice for enabling us to see the main
         points about fugitive ethical experience that I want to focus on. Fugitive ethical
         events represent, for Bernstein, the fleeting appearance of the possibility of ethics,
         when ethical life itself has been rendered unlivable by the hollowing out of the ethical
         substance of social practice. These experiences need not be large scale or collective
         occurrences, but may also be formed out of fleeting individual moments:
      

      
         It becomes plausible to think that scattered throughout ordinary experience, showing
            here and there in unpredictable and unforeseeable ways, fugitive ethical events occur,
            leaping out from the routine of everyday life: there a spontaneous act of generosity,
            a promise kept improbably, an act of cruelty so emphatic that the ban on cruelty is
            experienced as if for the first time, a patient stance of dignity that given the circumstances
            is without support and reason other than the space it carves out for itself, and so
            on.[7]   
         

      

      The temporal structure Bernstein elaborates here echoes Musil’s scheme of fleeting
         moments of illumination that burst into ordinary, disenchanted life, offering the
         promise of a radically transfigured ordering of human relations. Given the thoroughly
         disenchanted nature of everyday practice, however, “nothing mediates between fugitive,
         charismatic episodes and everyday practice.” These experiences, in other words, cannot
         exert a transformative effect (however gradual) on everyday practice. They remain
         resolutely on the outside, holding up to mundane existence the image of what has been
         expelled from it. Hence, as Bernstein writes, there is “no habitable space between
         the fugitive and the rationalized.” It is the lack of mediation which leaves us confined
         this side of the consequences of rationalization, without a foothold for ethical experience
         in the everyday.
      

      
      I find this idea of fugitive ethical experience extremely insightful; its importance
         emerges clearly in passages like the following:
      

      
         The stakes of fugitive ethics will turn on what would satisfy the complex concept;
            because in fugitive ethical experience the axes of the complex concept can be reconciled
            with one another, then it is the complex concept itself which provides the key that
            explicates how the components of the analysis . . . are bound together in thought
            of normativity.[8]   
         

      

      This position builds on Bernstein’s long, and very complex, elucidation of the complex
         concept in chapter six of his book. The core of it seems to be that the complex concept
         incorporates a material aspect (or material axis) which is integral to the sense of
         the concept itself. Bernstein argues that, within the complex concept, the sensuous
         and material features of particulars can generate material inferences, that is, logical
         connections that are not derived, as in standard logical inference, by the prior identification
         of the particular as the member of a generalizable class of items with which it shares
         common properties or characteristics. In this case, inference is generated by the
         identification of iterable properties, of which this particular happens to be an instance.
         Bernstein wants to say, then, there can be linkages between items that are rational
         but non-logical. Or, in other words, there can be conceptual transitions which are
         rationally binding, but which are not binding through the identification of iterable
         properties as occurs in standard logical inference.[9]   They are binding, Bernstein wants to say, wholly because of how the material features
         of an item, its sensuous presence, strike us. Bernstein draws on Wittgenstein’s discussion
         of the wriggling fly (PI § 284) to elucidate this idea of a normativity that is intrinsic to the sheer material
         presence of an item of experience. The phrase “is living,” when applied to an item,
         is, Bernstein argues, an ascription that orients all our subsequent attempts to understand
         the thing before us. He refers to it as a “material a priori predicate.”[10]   The point here is that it guides all of our reactions and responses to the object,
         but at the same, it is not a feature that we identify through the operation of determinate
         judgment. It is not the subsumption of the object under a general rule, but is itself
         a singular experiential response to the sensuous features of the object. Bernstein
         proceeds to associate this idea of a meaningful response to something which is not
         a form of conceptual identification—in fact, which guides and controls the operation
         of conceptual identifications—with Adorno’s notion of a mimetic element in cognition.
         Bernstein associates this pre-conceptual response with aesthetic judgment which, he
         suggests, is “the mental activity through which we interrogate indeterminate phenomena
         in a manner that enables us to proceed from awareness of them to the formation, or
         acquisition, or application of a concept.”[11]  
      

      
      This elucidation of the complex concept is intended by Bernstein to serve as a contribution
         to, and partial correction of, moral theory. Bernstein, that is to say, is giving
         us an account of the cognitive structure of moral judgments. These judgments, he wants
         to say, are of a binary nature. There is the nondiscursive moment of experiential
         exposure to the particular, the mimetic moment of cognition, and also the further
         determination of this moment in the search for appropriate forms of conceptual identification.
         He wants to emphasize the significance of the first, non-conceptual moment in its
         potential to provide material inferences, hence to provide a form of normative demand
         which does not wait on conceptual elucidation for its justification. The background
         to this idea is the connection between ethical and aesthetic experience in ethical
         modernism. For Bernstein, the key to this connection is Adorno’s implicit use of Kant’s
         idea of reflective judgment to explore the possibility of empirical judgments which
         would encompass an emphatic material moment as the normative fundament of ethical
         knowledge. Thus moral insight can be thought of as “a form of conceptuality that is
         capable of responding to injurable bodies as themselves imposing demands to respond
         in a particular way.”[12]   Bernstein goes on to say that the structure of fugitive ethical events is generated
         “on analogy with modernist works of art.”[13]   It is the emphatic appearance of the ethical in singular, unrepeatable experiences,
         experiences which cannot be assimilated to the subject and its constructed social-cultural
         identity. There is “no habitable space,” Bernstein insists, between the fugitive and
         the rationalized and functionalized world of the everyday. Nothing “mediates between
         fugitive, charismatic episodes and everyday practice.”[14]   Those episodes remain forms of resistance to the rationalized whole that turns
         ethical experience into enervated norms and rules. But, according to Bernstein, there
         is no way of leading fugitive ethical experience into the realm of the everyday. 
      

      
      Now this reading, I believe, allows us better to appreciate Adorno’s relationship
         to the ethical intentions of modernist philosophical and literary writing more generally.
         What we find in modernist writing is a continual opposition to the idea that ethical
         experience can be assimilated from the perspective of the cognitive subject. Consider,
         for instance, Robert Musil’s working out of a fundamental distinction between “morality”
         and “ethics.” In the Diaries, Musil founds this distinction on the difference between morality as a realm of the
         systematizing of precepts, and ethics as the new experiences that creatively transform
         the scope of morality (D 312–13). The systematizing function of morality is of course identified with the work
         of the understanding, whereas ethics belongs to the emotional sphere, which Musil
         usually identifies with the “other condition.” It is not transmitted in a body of
         doctrine. Rather, Musil associates ethical experience with the charismatic qualities
         of certain historical individuals (Confucius, Lao-tse, Christ, etc.). Their contribution
         to ethics is said to be concerned with the “material” rather than the form. They represent
         “all anonymous forces that transform morality” (D 312). This is very similar to Bernstein’s description of fugitive ethical events as
         “charismatic episodes” that “interrupt the context of immanence, to innervate new
         norms or re-innervate the authority of faded norms.”[15]   Unlike morality, ethical experiences, Musil suggests, can neither be fixed nor
         transferred. This is underlined in the following comments from a 1922 essay on Europe
         and its history:
      

      
         In accord with its prescriptive nature, morality is tied to experiences that can be
            replicated, and these are precisely what characterize rationality as well, for a concept
            can only take hold in areas where explicitness and, figuratively speaking, replicability
            obtain. Thus there exists a profound connection between the civilizing character of
            morality and of the scientific spirit, whereas the truly ethical experience, such
            as love, introspection, or humility, is, even where it is of a social nature, something
            difficult to transmit, something quite personal and almost antisocial. (PS 132) 
         

      

      What is perhaps most noteworthy about this description is the interpretation of ethical
         experience as incorporating an “almost antisocial” moment. It is clear that ethical
         experience, for Musil, has very little to do with the regulation of social relations;
         in fact, it owes its existence to a movement in which the self is opened out to possibilities
         of interpreting its own relation to experience in forms which transcend current possibilities
         of social existence. In notes from the posthumous papers appended to the second volume
         of The Man Without Qualities, Musil writes that “Ulrich is, finally, one who desires community while rejecting
         the given possibilities” (MWQ 1747). This is the kind of community envisaged in the relationship with his sister
         Agathe, which takes center stage in the second volume of the book. Ulrich often talks
         about the premonition of this type of community in terms which reflect the motif of
         self-transformation, as opposed to the idea of an expanded cognitive scope. Ulrich,
         for example, in a passage strongly redolent of the experience of the sublime, talks
         of experiencing “something amounting to being transported into another life! You lose
         yourself and at the same time suddenly find yourself” (MWQ 827). 
      

      
      Musil notes in his diaries that “[f]rom the time of my youth I have considered the
         aesthetic to be ethics” (D 397). Central to the connection between ethical and the aesthetic sphere was the capacity
         to generate forms of experience which could not be assimilated from the theoretical
         standpoint of the constitution of objectivity. These forms of experience comprise
         a radical calling into question of the cognitive subject, understood as the organizing
         center of the constitution of the world for the purposes of cognitive mastery. This
         is why it appears, as Musil puts it, as though “one suddenly understands the world
         and oneself differently” (PS 50), since the authority of the cognitive subject, and its mapping of experience in
         terms of the project of the extension of knowledge, has been momentarily dismantled.
         In order to make sense of this, the essential structure of ethical modernism, we will
         need to see how this suspension of the authority of the cognitive subject is actually
         understood from the perspective of ethical modernism as a recovery of the self and,
         thereby, a rescue of dimensions of experience which have been divested of their cognitive
         value, hence isolated, marginalized, and impoverished, under the authority of the
         cognitive subject. It is the displacement of the self, to which we are called by ethical
         experience, which makes possible this transformation.
      

      
      Musil suggests that the other condition, the alternative to ordinary experience that
         he associates with ethics, is “much too fleeting” to serve as a support for the life
         of society (D 320). However it “leaves traces” in all ideologies, and in things like art movements
         and popular uprisings. As a temporary suspension of the everyday in the erumpent surge
         of a disclosure of otherness, ethical experience represents a kind of charismatic
         renewal of the moral life, drawing as it does on the experiential sources of the moral
         life itself. According to Musil, it is very closely associated with the notion of
         contemplation, understood in opposition to the organization of ordinary experience
         according to the practical needs and interests of the subject. It is not contemplation
         as a kind of distanced observation, but rather as a kind of immersion in the quality
         of an experience. In the drafts for part three of the The Man Without Qualities, contemplation is said to be “in a nutshell, a thinking by imitation” (MWQ 1382). In contemplation, it is the mimetic pole of the concept that has the upper
         hand, allowing sensuous immersion in experience to guide thought in its discovery
         of what is significant. Morality, in its opposition to ethics, is a more or less systematic
         context of rules for the regulation of conduct in a society. But here we return to
         Musil’s underlying theme of the mutual disfigurement of rational thinking and emotion
         in their antagonistic relation within ordinary experience. It is not the opposition
         of ethical experience and generalized moral regulations itself that is the problem;
         it is that morality has rendered itself impervious to the incommunicable, interior
         promptings of the emotional life. The difference between two experiential layers has
         hardened into an antagonistic opposition. Ulrich outlines this idea in the third part
         of The Man Without Qualities. Every moral system, he asserts, has regulated the feelings, “and rigidly too, but
         only insofar as certain basic principles and feelings were needed for whatever action
         it favored; the rest was left to individual whim, to the private play of emotions,
         to the random efforts of art, and to academic debate.” Thus morality, he states, has
         adapted feelings to the needs of moral systems, but meanwhile has “neglected to develop
         them” (MWQ 1116). The point here is not about the motivational presuppositions of moral conduct.
         Musil, in other words, is not worrying here (at least primarily) about the question
         of whether we have the requisite psycho-social motivational complex to be able to
         act according to the prescriptions of a moral system. What he is concerned with is
         rather the full, experiential significance of the moral life, and hence with the question
         of whether, once moral regulations have split off in this antagonistic fashion from
         the emotional level, they become prey to a kind of internal distortion which makes
         their role as regulating and encapsulating the moral life impossible. Ulrich, according
         to the narrator’s of Musil’s novel, “believed in morality’s capacity for intensification
         in stages of moral experience, and not merely . . . in stages of moral understanding.”
         Without that intensification, moral norms become—not only abstract and emptied of
         experiential content, but also rigid, cold, and indifferent. They become expressions
         of a social conformity that is felt as forced, and that regulates a generalized social
         indifference to the personal dimension of experience. When the emotional layer is
         left to atrophy, moral norms do not only lose their psycho-social conditions of actualization.
         They also lose their experiential substance, and this loss drastically alters what
         kind of thing moral norms are. 
      

      
      Bernstein, as I mentioned, believes that “nothing mediates” between fugitive episodes
         of ethical experience, and the world of everyday practice. In fact, he suggests that
         it is the lack of the possibility of routine uptake, that is, of a translation of
         those episodes into everyday practice, which is the “misery” of the modern moral condition.[16]   Nevertheless, we do find, in Adorno and also in Musil, forms of ethical writing
         that begin the work of making ethical experience expressive. It is in these forms
         of writing that we will see Adorno and Musil begin that work of translation, not in
         social practice, of course, but in the testing and probing of the potential for expansion
         of ossified moral systems and categories. The two forms of writing on which I shall
         focus are the semi-autobiographical writing of Adorno’s Minima Moralia, and the interpretation of the essay as a philosophical-literary form in both Musil
         and Adorno. 
      

      
      3. Minima Moralia as Modernist Ethics

      
      Minima Moralia, begun in the latter stages of the Second World War and published in 1951, is perhaps
         Adorno’s least understood and appreciated work. Its dense, aphoristic style has deflected
         the attempt to discern within it a coherent vision of ethical critique. I want to
         suggest, however, that this vision can be discerned if we see its ethical content
         as intrinsically, and not accidentally, linked to its compositional form, which I
         want to describe as the aesthetic presentation of individual experience. In short,
         Minima Moralia is best understood, not simply as a theory of resistance to wrong life, but rather
         as a performance of ethical resistance through its intrinsic aesthetic arrangement.
         The compelling ethical claim of Minima Moralia cannot be appreciated unless we see how that claim is composed by the aphoristic,
         intensely personal and often idiosyncratic, systematically exaggerated nature of the
         textual presentation. It is not the fact of its being a substantive critique of practices
         under advanced capitalism that is then its most significant characteristic from the
         point of view of its contribution to ethical debate. This is rather to be found in
         the fact that it inaugurates a new, entirely unique, and deeply modernist idea of
         ethical critique as the aesthetic presentation of individual experience.
      

      
      In Minima Moralia, Adorno is performing a resistance to the reduction of the particular to a through-station
         (MM 90, 74) by composing an ethical claim through the presentation of individual experience
         as inherently and irreducibly particular. Adorno, in other words, is trying to make
         individual experience count, as ethically significant, while at the same time preserving
         the quality of that experience as unique to this particular individual, hence not
         referable to generalizable claims. The wrong done to the particular in society as
         driven by the logic of universal fungibility is then not simply stated here as a thesis.
         Adorno wants to make that wrongness accessible as an ethical claim presented by individual
         experience against the general logic of instrumentality. The ethical claim appears
         in Minima Moralia only as refracted through the density of individual experience. But this is not simply
         a quirk of the presentation that might be ignored on the way to formulating a thesis
         about social injustice. The crucial problem that determines the type of textual presentation
         in Minima Moralia is the same problem that figures in its substantive critique of society, namely, how
         can a claim be compelling in general terms without at the same time forfeiting its
         particularity as a claim presented from the perspective of individual experience?
         Or, we could also put this by asking: how can an ungeneralizable experience possess
         universal ethical import? The problem, then, is to compose a form of critique that
         can rescue the ethical claim of particularity without reenacting the reduction of
         the particular to an instantiation of a general rule. 
      

      
      Modernist discourse, Astradur Eysteinsson writes, “confronts the bourgeois self with
         its fragmented, decentered, and altogether damaged image.”[17]   The turn to subjective experience in modernism, as represented, for example, in
         expressionist painting or stream of consciousness literature, is not then a solipstic
         retreat from reality, but is instead a technique for making accessible the deeper
         truths about our social condition. It is precisely this impulse that Adorno is emphasizing
         when he writes in Minima Moralia of the reversal of the significance of the terms “objective” and “subjective.” “Objective,”
         Adorno tells us, “has come to mean the non-controversial side of appearance,” the
         superficial surface formed by the classification of all particulars into an easily
         comprehensible whole (MM § 43). “Subjective,” on the other hand, now means whatever “breaches the façade,”
         and penetrates below the surface. Reason, as Adorno puts it, has “retreated entirely
         behind a windowless wall of idiosyncrasies, which the holders of power arbitrarily
         reproach with arbitrariness.” This invocation of the deeper truth of subjectivity,
         borrowed from Nietzschean psychology, thus becomes the inescapable form of social
         criticism in a world bereft of objective reason. In such conditions, eccentricity,
         even what appears to be sickness, become virtually indistinguishable moments of a
         genuine attachment to truth. The task for criticism is to cultivate a type of subjectivity
         that is able to loosen its attachment to the dominant schemes and assumptions that
         hold sway within the objective sphere, the world of social reality. 
      

      
      It is, I am suggesting, this modernist idea of making the particularity of individual
         experience count as an ethical critique of objective conditions that Adorno attempts
         to perform in Minima Moralia. The main idea of this approach can be discerned from Adorno’s defense of modernist
         literature against Georg Lukács’s criticisms. The modernists, Lukács had claimed,
         remain stuck in subjective immediacy through their solipsistic and reactionary techniques,
         and are thus unable to penetrate to the truth about social reality.[18]   But the modernists, Adorno claims in his paper “Reconciliation under Duress” have
         already “moved beyond the position Lukács ascribes to them” because, in the attempt
         to capture the significance of reality from within the perspective of the experiencing
         subject, “the mind ends by transforming itself into a stage on which objective realities
         become visible.”[19]   What the great works of modernist art manage to accomplish, Adorno here claims,
         is to “shatter the appearance of subjectivity by setting the individual in his frailty
         into context.”[20]   Adorno’s point here is one that, I will argue, is crucial for understanding the
         critical standpoint that informs Minima Moralia. The route to the truth about the social totality must go through the experiencing subject, in the strong sense that it is in the core of what is most
         “subjective” that the interpretive key for unlocking the objective world is to be
         found. Contra Lukács, then, what modernism is able to do is to dissolve the solipsist illusion from
         within, showing how the very claim to be an autonomous subject collapses upon itself, revealing in its interior the experiential
         conditions that make genuine subjectivity impossible. 
      

      
      The turn to the subject in modernist writing, then, can be seen as motivated by the
         attempt to excavate the deeper truth about what has happened to subjects under the
         objective conditions of late capitalism. This is why Adorno writes in Minima Moralia that “[k]nowledge can only widen horizons by abiding so insistently with the particular
         that its isolation is dispelled” (MM 90–1, 74). He goes on to say that this idea “presupposes a relation to the general
         [zum Allgemeinen] that is not one of subsumption, but almost the reverse [fast deren Gegenteil].” The strategy of Minima Moralia involves presenting a compelling universal claim from within individual experience,
         by allowing that claim to work in a way that is “almost the reverse” of subsumption.
         Whereas subsumption would involve the extraction of a generalizable rule from individual
         experience, this alternative presentation must find a way of constructing this relation
         in a way that does not transform the particular into the instantiation of a rule.
         The key to this alternative idea, for Adorno, involves the aesthetic presentation
         of individual experience as an image, or a microcosm of the universal. In Minima Moralia, the crucial role in constructing this non-subsumptive relation is played by exaggeration.
         Exaggeration, as Düttman has argued, is understood by Adorno as the capacity of thinking
         to “drive beyond” a relation of correspondence to the given.[21]   Thinking, argues Düttman, becomes exaggeration when it goes beyond correspondence
         to disclose a world. It is the force of subjective experience, Adorno suggests, that
         is able to break through the façade of objectivity and reach into the deeper connections
         that are blocked by the relation of subsumption (or what Düttman calls correspondence).
         The exaggerated linkages between individual and idiosyncratic experiences, and general
         insights, that run through Minima Moralia are not supposed to be what Jaeggi calls “wild transitions.”[22]   They are, as the German term Übertreibung suggests, ways of “driving beyond” the confinement of the particular to an instance
         of the universal, in order to allow the particular to function as an image of the
         universal. The exaggerations in Minima Moralia are not then simply a stylistic excess. They are the indispensable route to disclosing
         the truth about the universal in terms of its meaning for individual experience.
      

      
      Rather than setting out to formulate a thesis about society that might function as
         a normative principle of social critique, Minima Moralia tries to compose an image of society as it reveals itself within the irreplaceable,
         and non-substitutable perspective of individual experience. What Adorno has in mind
         can, I think, best be understood as a modernist transformation of what Hegel, in the
         introduction to the Phenomenology of Spirit, calls the “magic power” of lingering, a power which thinking can bring to bear “only
         by looking the negative in the face, and lingering with it” (PhG 30, 19).   What matters here, Adorno believes, is resisting the “dismissive gesture”
         with which Hegel—contra his own insight—reconciled the suffering of the individual with the greater good of
         the whole. Hegel, Adorno wants to say, rushes to the general, the social whole that
         holds individuals together, before he has really penetrated into the individual and
         its experience. Hegel, in other words, does not genuinely linger, and hence the dialectic of particular and general never really takes place. What,
         then, would it mean, in the genuine sense, to linger? A lingering thought, Adorno
         would claim, is one that resists the recourse to what is more abstract, what encompasses
         the particular in a more general definition (a procedure that Hegel elsewhere disparages
         as das tabellarische Verstand, its idea of cognition as pigeon-holing (PhG 44, 32)). Instead, it would be the “process of the dissolution of the concrete within
         itself” (MM § 46). The particular already bears the marks of its interaction with objective conditions;
         the task is to find a form of interpretation that is capable of reading the truth
         on its surface. A genuine form of lingering would be one that held true to Hegel’s
         dictum that “the disappearing [das Verschwindende] is to be regarded as essential” (PhG 39, 27). The “disappearing” for Adorno, of course, is the individual in the process
         of its evisceration within the social institutions of late modernity. Hence, lingering
         seriously with the particular would mean to disclose objective conditions by showing
         what has happened to the individual, reading them at the heart of the individual’s
         own incapacity to constitute itself as a center of experience. It is therefore in
         the “period of its decay [Im Zeitalter seines Zerfalls]” that the individual’s experience once more becomes a focal point of knowledge (MM § 17). The disappearing individual is the interpretive key to the essence of objective
         conditions, because it harbors within it what has happened to it through the social
         process; hence it indicts that process as one whose meaning is revealed as the destruction of individuality. 
      

      
      I referred to this technique as an aesthetic presentation of individual experience
         because it seeks to make the connection between the particularity of individual experience
         and universal import without relying on subsumptive, or determinate judgments. The
         result is the construction of a type of universal that Adorno calls the “universality
         of beauty”:
      

      
         The universality of beauty can communicate itself to the subject in no other way than
            in obsession with the particular. No gaze attains beauty that is not accompanied by
            indifference, indeed almost by contempt, for all that lies outside the object contemplated.
            And it is only infatuation, the unjust disregard for the claims of every existing
            thing, that does justice to what exists. (MM § 48) 
         

      

      The strategy Adorno lays out here involves a form of lingering with the particular
         that probes and presses it until it delivers up its truth. For this approach, Adorno
         goes on to say in paragraph § 48, “truth itself depends on the tempo, the patience,
         and the perseverance of lingering.” What Adorno has in mind with the “obsession with
         the particular” is then a lingering with the particular to the point where objective
         conditions are disclosed through the tracing of its particularity. Objective conditions are not visible as a thesis,
         but rather as they mould and shape the lines and forms of individual experience—the
         way of turning doorknobs, or the treatment of guests in hotels, for instance. These
         conditions become visible in the capacity of subjective experience to exaggerate,
         literally to “drive beyond” the façade and bring to the surface the deeper structure
         of experience. The coercion exerted on the individual by objective conditions becomes
         visible through this penetration into the interior of individual experience. Its ownmost
         particularity is the key to the deeper truth about the social world.
      

      
      The critical force of Minima Moralia, its power to disclose the destruction of the subject, draws from its execution of
         the dialectic as the “process of the dissolution of the concrete within itself”(MM § 46). Adorno understands this as a type of presentation that, contra Hegel, will allow the particular to speak about what has been done to it in the process
         of its forced reconciliation with the universal. Minima Moralia is compelling because of the depth of its insight about the difficulty this poses,
         and moreover because of the way in which this insight is carried into the very microstructure
         of the work itself. Everything depends on finding a form of presentation that will
         allow the particular to speak, bringing its complaint against the universal to language,
         without in the process repeating the seemingly irresistible forced march towards a universalizable
         claim that abolishes that experience as the experience of the particular. Adorno is not arguing that the experience of the
         particular is to be sought in opposition to the universal, as though the two might
         face each other without any mutual inflection whatsoever. The point is to rethink,
         and more importantly to re-write, the form of relation in which particular experiences
         become constituted as claims of generalizable worth. The particular must make its
         claim compelling in general terms, and at the same time hold on to the particularity
         of its experience, its non-fungibility. This is crucial for making sense of the underlying
         ethical impulse of Minima Moralia. This impulse is embedded in the microstructure of its writing, in its persistent
         refusal to separate the critical force of a thesis from its experiential substance,
         and hence its dogged insistence on the notion that comprehending the wrong of society
         is inseparable from having experienced such things as the transformation of the hotel,
         visits to the cinema, and drives through the American countryside. These things are
         not examples—or rather, the critical force of Minima Moralia depends upon its refusal to let these things be encountered as examples, as though
         one could understand its point without feeling the pull of these experiences, and
         as though the type of claim Minima Moralia makes on its readers were not inextricably bound up with how these particular experiences claim us. The writing of Minima Moralia is not merely an ethical critique (and it is certainly not this, if ethical critique
         means furnishing a general standard for judging particular cases); it is an ethical
         enactment of resistance to the wrong done to the particular and its experience in
         modern society. It expounds a practice that is an ethics, not as a set of generalizable rules, but as a model of what it means to
         linger with the particular, and hence to take seriously the particularity of its experience—the
         ethical claim of its particularity.
      

      
      Thinking only has a chance of reaching the level of genuine philosophical insight
         about objective conditions, Adorno wants to say, if it is capable of finding a way
         to retract the elimination of the cognitive significance of particularity. Knowledge,
         Adorno suggests, “comes to us through a network of prejudices, opinions, innervations,
         self-corrections, presuppositions, and exaggerations,” or in other words, through
         the “dense, firmly-founded but by no means uniformly transparent medium of experience”
         (MM § 50). In tapping into these elements, thinking is able to reveal deeper truths about
         objective structures by expressing how those structures have penetrated into the heart
         of the subject. It is only through this dense network of subjective reactions and
         affects, then, that thinking is able to approach that type of philosophical insight
         that Adorno calls Selbstbesinnung, or “self-awareness.” The “too much” of an expressive, resonant subjectivity is able
         to master the inevitably “too-little” that is thought’s entwinement with a world that
         is less than reasonable. It is in over-shooting its object in the exaggerated expression
         of subjectivity that thought is able to articulate the unreasonableness of the world,
         the nonidentity of what ought to be and what is. Interpretation can then be said to
         be a literal application of the German word for exaggeration, Übertreibung. It “drives (or strives) beyond” what seems reasonable, in order to reveal the unreasonableness
         at the core of the reasonable. Interpretation “takes untruth upon itself” in order
         to drive thinking towards “the threshold of truth in the concrete consciousness of
         the conditionedness of human knowledge” (MM § 82). That deeper truth about the unreasonableness of the reasonable is accessible
         only through the subject. It is in using subjective experience to drive beyond what
         sober reasoning would condone that the latter is able to reflect on itself as complicit
         in the destruction of the individual. As such, exaggeration represents the plaintive
         voice of subjective experience against the dominant universal and its reasonableness.
         It is the eccentric and idiosyncratic that alone can be a moment of convalescence
         within the sickness that passes for ordinary life. 
      

      
      Another way of putting what I am trying to say here about exaggeration is that the
         rhetorical effect of Adorno’s claims is crucial to their critical force. Adorno’s
         point that “the value of a thought measures itself by its distance from the continuity
         of what is known” (MM § 50) is intended to express this point about the entwinement of presentation and
         criticism. The central idea is that the subjective over-exertion is not an additional
         effect, “mere” rhetoric dressing up some core of objective sense. It is intrinsic
         to the effort to express the truth about objective conditions, a truth that can only be expressed by showing what has happened to the possibility of being a subject.
         We could call it a way of “falsifiying” the world, providing of course it were understood
         that this is the only way of “shaking off falsehood and prejudice” (MM § 45). We can see this in an Übertreibung like the following: “[t]hat the steps of railway carriages have to be retracted intimates
         to the passengers of even the most expensive express that he must obey the company’s
         terse regulations like a prisoner” (MM § 77). The most innocuous everyday experience here becomes suffused with alienation.
         But again, it is not intended as an “example” of alienation. It is an image that lights
         up the everyday as already penetrated through and through by the evacuation of subjective
         significance. Alienation appears as key to the objective order, but only as it resonates
         in particular, ungeneralizable experiences. The retracting railway carriages are not
         proof of the existence of alienation, nor are they intended to be an example of it.
         Rather, they translate it into an image which captures precisely the experiential
         significance of alienation.
      

      
      4. Essayism

      
      The modernist understanding of ethics emphasizes the transformation of the self and
         its way of being invested in that experience, as crucial to what it means to have
         an ethical experience. The emphasis on the recovery of the personal underlines the
         nature of ethical experience as a way of finding oneself, and hence establishes that
         possibility in contrast to the alienated, de-personalized quality of ordinary experience.
         The latter is premised on the very evacuation of the self from experience which ethical
         experience reverses. I have tried to show that the unity of the recovery of the self,
         and the sense of “losing oneself,” of seeing the world “as if from outside,” are two
         descriptions of the same event. It appears like a movement in which one loses oneself
         because of the radical breaking through of the discursive subject, which is its condition
         of possibility. We seem to see the world as if from outside because the subject experiences
         itself, as cognitive subject, in the process of its emergence. Now, as Musil puts
         it, things touch our senses and are touched by them; the self becomes a site of exposure
         to things, letting meaning emerge in the fusion of senses and what is sensed at a
         singular point.
      

      
      The sense of immersion or absorption in this experience suggests a developing, intensifying
         process wherein the self allows its reactions and responses to develop and unfold
         in response to what is experienced. It is contemplative in the sense that the habitual
         comprehension of an event within the frame of the needs and interests of the self
         is suspended, however it is also deeply personal, because the self is called upon
         to allow its ownmost responses to unfold, bringing its singular capacity for experience
         to bear on what it contemplates. There is, then, a fusion of self and world that is
         not egocentric, but rather dispersed through the self’s exposure to things and its
         readiness to be guided by them to unfold its own responses. This process, of the ever-deepening
         engagement of the self and what it contemplates, captures the crucial characteristic
         of what Musil and Adorno describe as essayism. I understand essayism as a form of
         writing which seeks to open out discursive language to the acknowledgment of experiences
         which cannot be assimilated in discursive terms. Essayistic writing falls within the
         bridging role that Musil associates with art generally, which is conceived as “a bridge
         arching away from solid ground as if it possessed a corresponding pier in the realm
         of the imaginary” (PS 208). But what distinguishes essayistic writing is that, instead of seeing itself
         as a link between discursive thinking and experience that is not discursively assimilable,
         it conceives itself as an “attempt” (the original meaning of the word essai) to expand the realm of discursive thinking itself. It is, as attempt, a testing
         of the limits of discursive thinking, exploring the possibilities for finding points
         of contact with the ethical from the movement of discursive thinking to the edge of
         its scope for assimilating experience, thereby allowing transitory fragments of genuine
         ethical experience to illuminate and transform the possibilities of discursive language.
         The essay, as Adorno writes in his seminal essay, “The Essay as Form,” distinguishes
         itself from art “through its conceptual character and its claim to free truth from
         aesthetic semblance” (EF 11, 153). At the same time, Adorno writes, the essay exhibits that “spontaneity of
         subjective fantasy that is chastised in the name of objective discipline.” Musil is
         establishing the same possibility of an internal transformation of discursive thinking
         when he talks of the domain of the essay as lying “between religion and knowledge,
         between example and doctrine, between amor intellectualis and poetry” (MWQ 273). A man who wants the truth, Musil writes, becomes a scholar, a man who wants
         to give free play to his subjectivity may become a writer, but “what should a man
         do who wants something in between?” (MWQ 274). Musil is hinting at a form of thinking that wants to bring the self back into
         experience, without sacrificing the rigor and precision of discursivity. It is this
         possibility that Musil memorably describes in the second volume of The Man without Qualities as learning to fly with metal wings (MWQ 831). The danger of what he calls “superhuman thinking” is its presumption that we
         can replace our ordinary concepts with something else, say intuition. Essayism asserts
         that we have nothing else but our ordinary concepts, and it is these concepts that
         bear the responsibility for giving voice to the self and its experience.[23]  
      

      
      The guiding idea in the practice of essayism is to use the textual arrangement to
         try to evoke the excess that concepts want to express beyond their prevailing conceptual
         definitions, without allowing this process to congeal into a fixed opposition of what
         is “inside” the concept and what is “outside” it. In The Man Without Qualities, Ulrich describes the essay as exploring “a thing from many sides without wholly
         encompassing it—for a thing wholly encompassed suddenly loses its scope and melts
         down to a concept” (MWQ 270). In this way, it constitutes an “open system of relationships,” where each seemingly
         fixed element “becomes a porous pretext for many possible meanings.” These comments
         are intended to articulate the way in which, in an essay, the excess of a thing in
         relation to its concept emerges in the contextual interactions that the essay establishes.
         By looking at a thing from many, interlinked points of view, the essay establishes
         a whole that says more than any concept, but the more that it says cannot be filtered
         out from the movement and tucked away under a (particular) concept. Ulrich’s comment
         that, in an essay, “moral events take place in a field of energy whose constellation
         charges them with meaning” (MWQ 270), acutely captures this sense in which the concept in question is opened up by
         placing it in a set of relations that prompt it to express more than it explicitly
         says. This is what makes the essay (on Musil’s definition) an exemplary instance of
         modernist writing. The unsayable moment that exceeds the concept is invoked whilst
         at the same time it preserves its otherness. The concept is thereby brought to express
         what it cannot say.
      

      
      The modernist provenance of Musil’s understanding of the mediating role of the essay
         becomes clear in his appeal to the psychological framework of gestalt theory. Gestalt
         figures, Musil explains, allow for comparisons and classification, but they also contain
         something “individual and unique” (PS 83–4). They are a whole, he explains, but not an additive whole. In their arrangement,
         they allow for the emergence of meanings that are other than the meanings of the elements.
         At one point in his discussion of gestalt, Musil emphasizes its nature as a reconstruction
         of experience that allows it to express more than can be said in the discursive progression
         of concepts:
      

      
         Gestalt and form too display precisely this peculiar position halfway between corporeality
            and spirit. Whether one is looking at a few expressive geometric lines or the ambiguous
            repose of an old Egyptian visage, what presses outward, so to speak, from the materially
            given is no longer merely a sense impression, nor is it yet a content of clearly defined
            concepts. One might say: it is corporeality that has not entirely become spirit, and
            it appears that this is precisely what excites the soul: for by their adherence to
            the external world the basic experiences of feeling and perception, as well as the
            abstract experiences of pure thought, nearly exclude the soul. (PS 86) 
         

      

      In her discussion of this passage, Patrizia Mcbride argues that the “soul” stands
         in for a mental/spiritual element that is liberated in this middle state, where a
         corporeality is experienced as on its way to forming a spiritual content.[24]   It is the severing of the link to outer reality, which organizes the cognitive
         faculties around the imperative of the mastery of nature, that allows this new dimension
         of meaning to emerge in the attitude of contemplation. Freed from this instrumental
         imperative, thought is able to probe and explore the meanings that form part of the
         associative nexus of a concept, but which are not expressed so long as the concept
         is employed in its ordinary, discursive sense. The crucial point is that the arrangement
         of elements in the construction of a gestalt is able to set those elements free of
         the totalizing constraint of their function in a rigorously discursive presentation,
         allowing for the emergence of meanings that elude easy categorization but which are
         not purely random or contingent. 
      

      
      At one point in the The Man Without Qualities, Ulrich presents the Musilian contrast between the ratioid and the non-ratioid in
         terms of the opposition in language between clarity or unambiguity (Eindeutigkeit) and analogy or metaphor (Gleichnis). Whereas the former is the rule of “waking thought,” the latter is referred to as
         the “the image that fuses several meanings in a dream.” It is the “gliding logic of
         the soul, corresponding to the way things relate to each other in the intuitions of
         art and religion” (MWQ 647). The scheme Musil employs here is strongly reminiscent of Nietzsche’s distinction
         between the rational intellect and artistic insight in the “Truth and Lies” essay.
         For Nietzsche, these two forms of knowing, represented by the “rational man” and the
         “intuitive man,” stand opposed to one another, both desiring to “rule over life” (PT 90). The rational man, according to Nietzsche, works with concepts that have lost
         their underlying metaphorical associations, becoming abstractions that ossify cognition
         into rigid, general structures. The intuitive man explodes these schemes in a return
         to the scene of the coming-into-being of concepts, in the creative work of the metaphorical
         appropriation of the given. Yet for Musil, and in a way which is typical of early
         literary modernism, this absolute opposition between the rational intellect and intuition
         is tempered by a focus on literary form as a site of the reconstruction and rearrangement
         of rational concepts. Intuition is not set against the intellect as an entirely independent
         principle of cognition; rather, it appears in the spaces between rational concepts,
         when the discursive linkages have been loosened and rendered mutil-directional. Suppressed
         possibilities are released by this reconfiguration of concepts, as concepts are once
         again opened out onto the deeper associative networks that uncover new linkages between
         ideas. 
      

      
      In the essay “Voraussetzungen,” Adorno talks of the necessity of following “with a
         very sensitive ear” the dense associations that cling to concepts, until they seem
         to nestle against the words themselves rather than originating in the subject (GS 11, 437). By drawing out these associations, the essay is able to bring to expression
         the “subcutaneous context” underlying the discursive order of concepts. That “subcutaneous
         context” is the underlying pattern, the order that cannot be experienced directly,
         but rather can only become available as it is reconstructed in thought. There is of
         course no way of guaranteeing in advance that the series of associations will prove
         to more than contingent, “merely” subjective. But, as attempts to transform our sense
         of discursive concepts, neither can they be ruled illegitimate simply by an appeal
         to currently available meanings. The judging of essayism requires an appeal similar
         to Kant’s notion of the sensus communis. What guarantees the legitimacy of the personal as it appears in the essay, as the
         force that binds the elements together, can only be the judgment of others who, reading
         the essay, are able to experience the chain of associations as insightful, as expressing
         a layout of experience that can be rehearsed by other selves, thereby lending a form
         of universality to the essay that has features of aesthetic universality. 
      

      
      Adorno, as much as Musil, praised the essay as a linguistic form in which concepts
         bring to expression more than they say as concepts. Musil’s notion of a field of energy is precisely replicated in Adorno’s
         reference to the essay as a “force field,” describing the crystallizing of its elements
         into a “configuration” (EF 21–2, 161). Adorno argues that this reciprocal interaction of concepts in the essay
         makes possible a type of experience he calls “spiritual experience” (geistige Erfahrung), and which is intended to denote a contrast with ordinary (empirical) experience
         as it is made accessible within concepts as their content. In an essay, Adorno claims,
         the elements are “interwoven with one another as in a carpet,” and the fruitfulness
         of the thought depends upon the thickness of this interweaving. (EF 21, 160). Through its arrangement, Adorno suggests, the essay seeks to “conceptually
         . . . blow open [aufsprengen] what cannot be absorbed by concepts” (EF 32, 170). There is a remarkable similarity in these accounts of the modus operandi of essayism, as well as its ultimate purpose. Of particular importance is the emphasis
         given in both accounts to the potential for essayism to bring about a productive fusion
         of the two elements that (in non-essayistic thinking) are constantly repelling each
         other to the point of constituting two incompatible structures of knowing. In Negative Dialectic, Adorno models his discussion of philosophy’s mode of presentation on the parameters
         of essayism. Here, the fusion brought about is described as a union of the “moment
         of expression,” which is described as “unconceptual-mimetic,” and the moment of stringency
         (ND 29). Whereas the former, held up as an immediate principle of knowledge, collapses
         into an irrational Weltanschauung (world-view), the latter, without expression, would be merely science, by which Adorno
         means it would busy itself simply with the classification of ordinary experience under
         the appropriate concepts. By holding these two together, however, the essay can transfigure
         our sense of our concepts, allowing those concepts to bring to language new forms
         of experience. Musil captures this combination of expression with stringency when
         his protagonist, Ulrich, ponders that “[n]othing is more foreign to [the essay] than
         the irresponsible and half-baked quality of thought known as subjectivism. . . . [T]he
         essay is subject to laws that are no less strict for appearing to be delicate and
         ineffable” (MWQ 273). By successfully combining these seemingly antithetical elements in its mode
         of presentation, essayism is able to negotiate successfully the balancing act that
         constitutes modernist writing. It uses the process of writing, the way that its elements
         are arranged in the presentation, to push concepts toward the expression of what cannot
         be subsumed as a content. In essayism, concepts point to ethical experience, not as
         something “outside” concepts, but as their negative self-reflection, the “more” that
         those concepts strive (impossibly) to be. For Musil, it is through essayism that literature
         can make the other condition accessible within language, by allowing it to appear
         in the critical interaction of the individual elements in a textual composition. 
      

      
      What is revoked by the essay is the subtraction of the self from the cognitive process,
         which, as I have been arguing in this work, is at the foundation of the conception
         of knowledge which is called into question in philosophical modernism. However, it
         is vital that the personal not be conflated with the vague, the imprecise, and the
         private or idiosyncratic. Essayism is the attempt to salvage the potential of the
         personal to express and justify claims of general import. As a fusing of objectivity
         and individual experience, it wants to break the identification of generalizability,
         hence of truth, with what has been shorn of personal resonance. The essay, writes
         Musil, underlining its belonging to the realm of discursive thinking, presents a connection
         of thoughts, a logical connection, and it proceeds from facts. However these facts
         are “not generally observable, and also their connections are in many cases only a
         singularity” (PS 49). The distinctive logic of the essay that Musil is trying to capture here depends
         on a form of precision which does not rest on the clear definition of individual concepts.
         The assumption behind this idea is that the requirement of the strict definition of
         individual concepts projects a model of clarity premised on the elimination of personal
         involvement. Since the essay eschews strict definition, it must achieve precision
         through the density of the interweaving of its concepts. And it is in fact the refusal
         of strict definition which allows for the construction of another type of precision
         that turns on the exploitation of the experiential density of concepts. The objective
         of essayistic writing is to draw on the multiple layers of meaning associated with
         a concept in its use in ordinary language. Thus the singular connections that are
         constructed between elements in the essay may lack the solidity of the generalizable
         discursive connections. However, this is compensated by the building up, through the
         essay, of a multiplicity of these fine threads which, together, are able to approximate
         the weight bearing capacity of the linkages characteristic of discursive thinking.
         All concepts, Adorno writes in “The Essay as Form,” are “already implicitly concretized
         through the language in which they stand” (EF 20, 160). These underlayers of meaning which, on the presumption of clarity, are conceived
         as the outlying areas of vagueness which must be eliminated in order to liberate its
         discursive significance, are vital to the procedure of essayistic thinking. The latter
         uses these meanings as the basis for making linkages outwards from a concept, drawing
         on the substantive insertion of its meaning into living language as a whole which
         is evidenced by these outer edges of significance. This allows the essay to construct
         a unity of meaning through its composition which is not a linear, discursive progression,
         but rather a series of singular points which, held in the orbit of a thematic presentation
         by a dense network of linkages, together give a compelling logical force to the essay’s
         treatment of its idea. The “how of expression,” Adorno writes, “should rescue, in precision, what the refusal to
         outline sacrifices.” This means that the thinker “does not think, but rather transforms
         himself into an arena of spiritual experience [geistige Erfahrung]” (EF 21, 160–1). The suggestion here is that, rather than imposing a stringent discursive
         order on an experience by inserting a theme into an available network of logical connections,
         the thinker tries to immerse himself in the singularity of an experience, and then
         tries to make the connection to generality by unfolding the different chains of historical
         significance that are, as it were, locked up within concepts as moments in living
         language. This means that the essay is able to give space for the self-expression
         of the personal, allowing the writer to focus on hidden or seemingly insignificant
         elements, giving exaggerated emphasis to moments that are usually passed over without
         remark. But the expression of singularity is integrated into a tightly argued and
         precise construction by the constant work of weaving points of connection between
         these elements. It is through the movement between these elements, Adorno suggests,
         that essayistic writing crystallizes into a configuration (EF 21–2, 161). This gives to the essay a form which matches that of discursive argument
         in its tautness and stability, but one in which the rigor derives from the support
         of each element by the whole, rather than the rigidity of each individual link in
         the chain. 
      

      
      5. Conclusion

      
      The point of essayistic writing in Musil and Adorno, I argued, is to open out discursive
         thinking to the reception of forms of experience that depend on the engagement of
         the personal self. Thus the essay is itself an investigation, an essai, into the possibility of making binding claims whilst retaining the personal involvement
         of the self, its immersion in the experience it seeks to bring to expression. The
         form of the essay, its composition, allows it to open out discursive thinking to the
         expression of forms of experience which do not and cannot occur from within the standpoint
         of the subject and its discursive mapping of experience. The guiding insight behind
         the exploration of essayistic thinking in Adorno and Musil is that the standard form
         of discursive progression incorporates a constitution of the self as subject, as the
         standpoint of mastery over experience, by means of the invalidation of the cognitive
         importance of the personal self. This is why Adorno emphasizes that the essay sets
         itself against the assumption of traditional discursive form that “man is in control
         of totality” (EF 18, 159); and why Musil opposes the essay to the perspective from which “the self
         masters the world” (PS 186). The closed and rigid nature of traditional discursive form, in contrast to the
         essay, derives its authority not from its superior argumentative force, but precisely
         from the needs of the self underlying its construction. Primary among these is the
         need of the self to insulate itself against the threatening nature of experiences
         which do not admit of easy incorporation into the standpoint of discursive mapping.
         The essay challenges the restriction of knowledge based on the fear of the unknown,
         and restores to the potential of thinking the full, disclosive force of its desire
         to know. The essay, Adorno writes, aims at “something genuinely new, as something
         not translatable back into the staleness of already existing forms” (EF 30, 169). Essayistic writing, then, seeks to dismantle the restriction of knowledge
         that underlies the project of mastery, through the revocation of its authority over
         the legitimate form of presentation of cognitively significant experience. It opens
         up discursive thought, exposing it to the possibility of experience in which the self
         deepens its personal investment in the object in the practice of its desire to know,
         both probing it and allowing itself to be guided by it. It is thus able to abolish,
         to some degree, the distance from the object which is traditional thinking’s guarantee
         of security against the threat to selfhood in genuine spiritual experience. 
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      Chapter 7

      Virginia Woolf: Literature and Aesthetic Experience

      
         
         
      

      
      1. Introduction

      
         There’s no doubt in my mind that I have found out how to begin (at 40) to say something
            in my own voice (WD 46). 
         

      

      Woolf wrote this line in her diary after her husband, Leonard, had read the manuscript
         of Jacob’s Room, the novel which inaugurated the experimentalism of her mature period. Woolf’s ability
         to write in her “own voice” coincides with her discovery of an aesthetic form which
         enables the expression of ethical experience, in contrast to the depersonalized realm
         of ordinary experience. I am using ethical experience here in the same sense that
         I outlined in the discussion of Robert Musil in the last chapter, where, I argued,
         it represents the recovery of a personal relation to experience that takes place in
         the momentary dissolution of the theoretical subject. Ethical experience represents
         a transformative demand addressed to the theoretical subject, displacing its depersonalized
         and objective stance towards experience, and exposing the self to the sensuous emergence
         of meaning. Woolf’s discovery of her own voice, then, can be understood as her coming
         upon a form of resistance, in writing, to the withdrawal of the self from language,
         its reduction to the substance-less point of discursive constitution. It is a recovery
         of the self from out of its exile in the theoretical subject. In Woolf’s writing as
         a whole (including her essays, biographical sketches, and polished novels), we can
         discern a coalescence of the central features that, as I have been arguing throughout
         this work, are the crucial components of modernist literary writing. As in Musil,
         Woolf depicts aesthetic experience as a kind of bridge to the ethical realm, by performing
         a dissolution of the everyday self, in which the world becomes configured in a wholly
         different relation to the experiencing self. There is also an opposition between ordinary
         experience and the singular, explosive moments of meaning that transport us outside
         the everyday, disclosing a new way of inhabiting our experience. Musil’s opposition
         between ordinary experience and the other condition is captured, in Woolf, as the
         distinction between the everyday and mystical moments of rapture which burst through
         and, momentarily, expose us to the novel and sudden welling up of meaning at the point
         of its sensuous emergence. Also, like Kafka, we find, particularly in Woolf’s 1925
         novel Mrs. Dalloway, a presentation of the social disfigurement of the self, in a form which holds open
         the now absent possibility of genuine individuality. And this, finally, brings me
         to Woolf’s kinship with Adorno’s project, particularly as this is executed in Minima Moralia. The ethical perspective that Woolf is searching for in her writing is one that will
         allow the moment of ethical insight to emerge within individual experience, and hence
         which enables ethical insight to be expressed as the presentation of the suffocation
         of the possibility of individuality. The elegiac quality of much of Woolf’s fictional
         writing has been discussed at length in the critical literature, and I will turn to
         it briefly in my discussion of Jacob’s Room.[1]   But what I want to show is that this elegiac quality can be understood as a personalized
         expression of the mourning for the social disappearance of the possibility of individual
         experience. In Jacob’s Room and Mrs. Dalloway in particular, Woolf, like Adorno in Minima Moralia, makes use of a kind of autobiographical self-questioning as the basis for the construction
         of a perspective which would denounce the violence of the social constitution of subjects,
         without allowing that perspective to be assimilated as another, generalizable form
         of critique. Woolf, then, is able to perform social critique through autobiographical
         presentation, that is, through a form of writing which expresses the self as it is distorted by the institutional structures which form productive selves. Her
         own personal remembrance of her brother Thoby, who died after contracting an illness
         on a trip to Greece in 1906, becomes, in Jacob’s Room, an illumination of the forces in English society that press upon individuals, and
         mold them into members of society at the cost of their individuality. In Mrs. Dalloway, it is Woolf’s own experience of mental illness, and the coercive pressure of medical
         institutions, which forms the autobiographical root of social criticism. In To the Lighthouse, Woolf transforms her memory of her parents, Leslie and Julia Stephen, into an aesthetic
         representation of two forms of knowing, which we can think of as the detached, depersonalized
         model, and the personal, engaged knowing that Woolf calls “intimacy.” 
      

      
      Autobiography is not merely the source of Woolf’s fiction, in the sense that it forms
         a reservoir of incidents and ideas which the writer, Virginia Woolf, draws upon in
         her creation of works of literature. The deeper sense of Woolf’s autobiographical
         form of writing is to be discerned in the nature of that writing as a struggle of
         the self to find its voice in the face of the overwhelming social forces which want
         to make the self speak on their behalf. It is autobiography, as the struggle to speak
         with one’s own voice, which is the spiritual element out of which Woolf’s fiction
         is forged. Herta Newman notes, in her discussion of To the Lighthouse, that Woolf’s self-conscious foray into biography is “clearly therapeutic” and that,
         like D. H. Lawrence, she “exhumes the past to free herself from its enthralling grip.”
         And, like Proust, she “resurrects the past in order to uncover the meaning of an aesthetic,
         deeply rooted in the elemental life of childhood.” In the “legitimate retrospection
         of self-appraisal,” Newman suggests, Woolf is able to “unite at last the critic and
         the storyteller, the elegiac artist and the grieving child.”[2]   The claim that Woolf’s autobiographical writing has a therapeutic dimension receives
         it most direct support from her assertion, in “A Sketch of the Past” that, after having
         written To the Lighthouse, she “ceased to be obsessed” by her mother, who, Woolf acknowledges, had been the
         inspiration for the portrayal of Mrs. Ramsey (SP 81). While Newman is essentially
         right about the therapeutic value of autobiography, I want, tentatively at least,
         to raise a much broader claim about Woolf’s attachment to autobiographical writing.
         In the case of Virginia Woolf, autobiography can be seen as the essential modus operandi
         of a form of literary writing which seeks to give voice to the suffering self, which
         has been silenced through the historical process of the constitution of subjects under
         the conditions of alienation. Woolf’s writing opens up a space between the terms of
         the self’s social constitution, and the self which searches for a means of expressing
         its nonidentity with social forms. Literary writing then becomes a movement towards
         self-knowing, as the self’s awareness of its disappearance within social forms. And
         this is why, finally, elegy is never a private work of mourning, for Woolf. It consists
         in the investigation of the social conditions of the extinguishing of the possibility
         of individual experience.
      

      
      The recognition of the social dimension of Woolf’s literature has been a consistent
         feature of scholarship on Woolf during the past twenty years. The most consistent
         attempt to uncover a social vision in Woolf probably remains, however, the important
         study of Alex Zwerdling. He refers in his study to Woolf’s “complex sense of how historical
         forces and societal institutions influence the behavior of the people she describes
         in her fictional and nonfictional works.”[3]   Zwerdling argues that Woolf is always concerned in her writings with the relationship
         between the interior world of mental life, and the exterior world of societal institutions
         and historical forces, which interact constantly with the interior sphere. The exterior
         is usually associated with a coercive force exercised upon the interior, demanding,
         imposing, or otherwise directing the rich life of the interior. An important clue
         to Woolf’s aims, according to Zwerdling, is provided by the reference to the “invisible
         presences” in her autobiographical piece, “A Sketch of the Past.” Here is the passage
         in Woolf:
      

      
         This influence, by which I mean the consciousness of other groups impinging upon ourselves;
            public opinion; what other people say and think; all those magnets which attracts
            us this way to be like that, or repel us the other and make us different from that.
            . . . Consider what immense forces society brings to play upon each of us, how that
            society changes from decade to decade; and also from class to class; well, if we cannot
            analyse these invisible presences, we know very little of the subject of the memoir,
            and again how futile life-writing becomes. I see myself as a fish in a stream; deflected;
            held in place; but cannot describe the stream. (SP 80) 
         

      

      The description of social forces as “invisible presences” sheds vital insight on the
         approach Woolf hits upon in her fiction to capture the effects of these forces. Rather
         than seeking to capture those forces directly through a kind of social realism that
         would describe in detail the points of contact between social institutions and the
         individual, Woolf shows them as they are already at work in the subjective interior
         of the individual. They are not described as distinct entities, but appear through
         the ways in which they press upon, move, and circumscribe the thinking and action
         of individuals. 
      

      
      It is worth mentioning here that it was the failure to acknowledge this practice of
         illuminating social forces through their appearance within subjective experience which
         was the constitutive error in Georg Lukács’ criticism of literary modernism as governed
         by a philosophy of existentialist solipsism. Lukács argues that that modernist works
         fail to “pierce the surface” of social reality.[4]   Adorno argued against Lukács that modernism is able to dissolve the solipsist illusion
         from within, showing how the very claim to be an autonomous subject collapses upon itself, revealing in its interior the experiential
         conditions that make genuine subjectivity impossible. And we can see the same idea
         at work in Woolf’s desire to illuminate the coercive pressure of social reality as
         “invisible presences” which impinge upon the individual as a formative force in the
         interior of his or her private experience. It is not because of a desire to ignore
         or downplay the significance of social reality, then, that Woolf spends so much time
         in her fiction developing rich scenes within the subjective interior of her characters.
         What Woolf wants to do is rather to show up the formative role of institutions and
         historical processes within the self. The goal is not to produce knowledge of society
         as an object; her writing follows a transformative intention. It is the attempt to
         find an adequate expressive form for the enthrallment to subject-forming forces which
         deny the possibility of genuine selfhood. The realistic treatment of society and its
         institutions would not have the right kind of transformative force, so long as it
         was unable to change our very sense of what kind of selves we have become, and hence
         to open a breach between how we understand ourselves and the genuine possibility of
         individual experience. This requires breaking the hold of a dominant image of ourselves
         and the nature of our relations to others. It is the task of the form of autobiography
         exemplified in Woolf’s literary writing to loosen the hold of a particular vision
         of the self and its relations, which, through its dispersion across different social
         and cultural spheres, is largely unnoticed precisely because of its authority and
         ubiquity.
      

      
      I suggest that Woolf, like Musil, draws on a nuanced and multifaceted idea of the
         transformative potential of aesthetic experience. Musil refers, in connection to non-ratioid
         thinking, to the “flash of the explosion that accompanies great inner transformations”
         (PS 145), and, as I argued in the previous chapter, it is the task of art to bridge the
         chasm between the alienated sphere of ordinary experience, and the other condition
         in which the self is exposed to the emergence of meaning prior to its congealing into
         fixed discursive connections between a subject and object. Aesthetic comportment for
         Musil, I suggested, displaces the self by placing it in contact with the moment of
         the disclosure of the possibility of meaning. We can discern a similar idea of the
         transformed vision made possible in aesthetic experience in Woolf’s reference to the
         “rapture I get when in writing I seem to be discovering what belongs to what” (SP 72). Woolf depicts literary writing as an arranging or composing of elements that
         carries over into language the disclosive force of a sudden explosion of meaning that
         threatens to overwhelm the self. Woolf refers to the explosive moments as “moments
         of being.” As in Musil’s evocation of the other condition, Woolf understands these
         moments as suspending the ordinary authority over experience of the rational subject,
         and its regular schemes for assimilating experience according to the needs and interests
         of the subject. Woolf talks of those habitual schemes here as the “cotton wool of
         daily life” which gives us a measure of security against the disruptive force of those
         moments of sudden shock. Woolf claims, plausibly, that we are more exposed to those
         moments in childhood, when the explanatory power of our rational faculties is less
         developed, and hence less able to assimilate what it encounters through the regular
         schemes for ordering experience. They do not disappear entirely however, and Woolf
         suggests in fact that it is the task of the artist to preserve for us what is disclosed
         in these moments of exposure by transforming them into an aesthetic arrangement of
         elements. The relation between the artist and these moments of extraordinary vision
         is made explicit when Woolf writes that “the shock-receiving capacity is what makes
         me a writer.” The task of literature is then to construct an arrangement that manages
         to present this moment in communicable terms, but at the same time preserves its otherness
         in relation to our regular schemes of sense making.[5]   Aesthetic comportment, in the encounter with works of literature, therefore works
         as a bridge connecting the realm of the everyday and the explosive moments of exposure
         to meaning that inaugurate new possibilities for making sense of experience. Woolf
         expostulates upon this idea in what she describes as her “philosophy,” namely her
         sense that,
      

      
         behind the cotton wool is hidden a pattern; that we—I mean all human beings—are connected
            with this; that the whole world is a work of art; that we are parts of the work of
            art. Hamlet or a Beethoven quartet is the truth about this vast mass that we call the world.
            But there is no Shakespeare, there is no Beethoven; certainly and emphatically there
            is no God; we are the words; we are the music; we are the thing itself. And I see
            this when I have a shock. (SP 72) 
         

      

      Woolf’s association of the artist with the capacity to receive shocks recalls Adorno’s
         association of genius with “neurotic and damaged” individuals (AT 256, 171). With regard to Woolf, one must be wary of reducing this vision to certain
         psychological preconditions, which, given Woolf’s own history of mental illness and
         eventual suicide in 1941, is a constant temptation to any interpretive endeavor that
         takes seriously Woolf’s claims for the transformative power of aesthetic experience.
         I want to focus, rather, on Woolf’s implicit claim for the grounding of this vision
         in an ontological conception, according to which aesthetic experience draws its revelatory
         force from a sensuous-mimetic exposure to being prior to its capturing by our rational
         schemes of sense making. It is, as Woolf puts it, “a token of some real thing behind
         appearances.” Woolf’s psychological history is relevant in this context, as a constituent
         feature of Woolf’s uncommon sensitivity to the shocks by which our relation to the
         world is revealed in a form which explodes the assimilative power of our rational
         capacities. In claiming that “the whole world is a work of art,” Woolf is saying that
         there is a pattern, or an order, which is revealed at this moment of the exposure
         to being; and it is this pattern that the artist imitates in “discovering what belongs
         to what.” 
      

      
      This theme of connecting things together is something that Woolf pursues intensely
         in her fiction. Mrs. Dalloway, for example, brings people together through her party,
         and is distinguished from other characters in the novel who are associated with breaking,
         or tearing apart.[6]   Mrs. Ramsey and Lily Briscoe in To the Lighthouse are also characters who bring things together (people, in Mrs. Ramsey’s case, the
         different elements of her abstract painting, for Lily Briscoe). Its centrality reflects
         Woolf’s underlying understanding of literary production as bringing to expression
         through its arrangement the promise of meaning contained in the original vision. Aesthetic
         experience, made accessible by the literary work, can then be seen as making possible
         the communication of those inner layers of the experiencing self (the self of Virginia
         Woolf, the writer) which would be deprived of their disclosive force if they were
         converted into the scheme of our habitual, discursive ordering of experience. In this
         way, literary writing can be seen as the autobiography of the self who writes, but,
         as we will see, what finds expression is the self’s experience of the destruction
         of the conditions of genuine selfhood. At the interior of the self, we will discover
         the imprint of historical experience. Woolf’s reference to the “delight” she takes
         in writing, the “strongest pleasure known to me” can then be seen as registering the
         satisfaction of the gain in self-knowing afforded by literary writing, the relief
         offered by the practice of putting one’s suffering into words. In depicting literary
         writing as set in motion by these moments of shock, I take Woolf to be saying that
         what is revealed in these moments is a relation of self and world which underlies,
         and hence exceeds, that constituted by the rational ordering of experience. In these
         moments, we are able to sense the violence at work in the ordering power of our rational
         capacities, and their institutional counterparts. And it is this, the truth about
         ourselves as we are formed as rational subjects, which finds expression in the work
         of literary creation. 
      

      
      2. Jacob’s Room: The Scenes of Self-Formation

      
      One thing that critical interpretations of Jacob’s Room, Woolf’s experimental novel of 1922, seem to agree on is that the novel is in some
         way a reworking, perhaps one could even go so far as to say an undermining or subverting,
         of the tradition of the Bildungsroman.[7]   In his insightful work on the modernist Bildungroman, Gregory Castle has argued that this reworking of the idea of Bildung can be identified as a major theme in modernist literature.[8]   Castle traces the origins of this reworking to the late nineteenth century, and
         in particular to Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, which portrays the institutional constraints to individual Bildung, and the failure of its working class hero, Jude Fawley, to advance according to
         the typical social definitions of individual success and self-realization. Jude, he
         argues, comes to stand in for a new subject position outside the process of socialization.
         In the early twentieth century, Castle suggests, this reworking of Bildung began to develop into an opposition to the very idea of success as social mobility.
         Modernist writers rediscovered, in the classic idea of Bildung as self-cultivation, a position from which it would be possible to criticize what
         he calls the pragmatic idea of Bildung as institutional success within a highly rationalized, and instrumentalized, advanced
         capitalist society. Throughout the nineteenth century, argues Castle, the idea of
         Bildung was instrumentalized according to this latter conception, where it effectively came
         to mean “the production of viable subjects fully socialized to function within increasingly
         differentiated and technologically complex social systems.”[9]   In order to oppose this idea of Bildung, modernists turned to the classic aesthetic-spiritual notion of Bildung, particularly in Goethe and Humboldt, and its notion of an inner cultivation that
         could not be reduced to the idea of successful socialization. By the time of Joyce’s
         Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man of 1916 (first serialized in 1914–15) this notion of an aesthetic-spiritual opposition
         to the institutional formation of the bourgeois liberal subject had become more or
         less fully developed. The modernist return to Bildung is then intelligible as “part of a larger critique of humanist reason and the totalizing
         tendencies of classical dialectics in which the human subject (and human subjectivity)
         is subordinated to rationalized social systems.”[10]   The recovery of the aesthetic dimension of self-cultivation is thus seen as an
         essential element in the work of developing a position from which to perceive the
         constructed, and repressive nature of the socialized, bourgeois subject. 
      

      
      What Castle’s reading of the changing notion of Bildung allows us to see is the way in which modernist writers drew on this idea in order
         to outline the path to a transformed sense of self, one which would be formed in critical
         resistance to the pressures of socialization which compel a notion of self-formation
         as institutional integration, the successful negotiation of a rationalized and depersonalized
         society. Socialization had now come to be seen, by the early modernists, as a process
         of subject-formation, but one which cut the individual off from his or her potential
         for inner self-cultivation, leading to the construction of an alienated and depersonalized
         subject, severed from the personal and emotional sources of his or her identity. For
         Woolf, however, the possibility of an oppositional stance was problematized to an
         even greater degree, since the classical idea of Bildung was itself seen as embodying a patriarchal authority, and hence as serving an exclusionary
         function in its restriction of Bildung to the aesthetic cultivation of men. Woolf’s novels, Castle writes, “refuse the uncritical
         adoption either of classical Bildung or of an alternative to it that is somehow gendered
         female.” That is to say, Woolf conceives the very idea of Bildung as appropriated by a male discourse, and conceives female self-development as a point
         of internal resistance within that discourse, not as a different model of Bildung.[11]   
      

      
      In his study, Castle discusses two novels by Woolf, The Voyage Out and Mrs. Dalloway, as exemplary for her treatment of Bildung. I want to show here not only that it makes sense to situate Jacob’s Room within the same focus of concern but, moreover, that doing so helps to shed light
         on the stylistic features of the novel that, since its earliest critical reception,
         have often been dismissed as experimentation for its own sake, rather than serving
         a unified literary intention. Arnold Bennett, in his review of the novel in March
         1923, while praising its originality and the exquisite writing, charged that “the
         characters do not vitally survive in the mind because the author has been obsessed
         by details of originality and cleverness.”[12]   Bennett is referring to Woolf’s eschewal of narrative and plot in the novel, and
         her decision to construct the novel out of a series of snapshot sketches, which are
         almost akin to impressionistic scenes. Jacob Flanders, the “hero” of the novel, whose
         name recalls the bloody battle of Flanders Field in World War I, is presented to us
         indirectly through the impressions he makes on those around him. Jacob is always held
         at a distance from the descriptions in which he is made available to the reader. I
         want to claim that Woolf’s refusal to construct a coherent narrative sequence is not
         experimentation for its own sake, but rather becomes intelligible as a literary strategy
         once we realize its role in establishing a self-reflective opposition to the idea
         of self-formation as institutional integration. The rootedness of Jacob’s Room in the modernist problematizing of Bildung identified by Castle becomes clear in its treatment of both the “unseizable force”
         (JR 217) exercised on individuals by institutions, and of the more idealistic Greek spirit
         which is such a force of attraction to Jacob, yet which is itself not entirely positive,
         and not entirely separate from the institutional order and its forces.[13]   Whereas we can understand the unseizable force as the operation of the pragmatic,
         institutional Bildung that coerces individuals into productive social roles, the Greek spirit recalls the
         classical aesthetic-spiritual notion of Bildung and its evocation of a type of inner self-cultivation which would allow the individual
         a realm of freedom in relation to social imperatives. However, even the Greek ideal
         is portrayed in terms that suggest its illusory, unworldly nature, explicitly so in
         the episode where Jacob sees Florinda, the woman he is in love with, walking up “Greek
         street on another man’s arm” (JR 127). Sometimes, it appears to be already corrupted by the coercive operation of institutions,
         as indicated by the reference to Sandra Wentworth Williams as “the English type which
         is so Greek” (JR 196–7). Woolf leaves little doubt about the role of the Greek ideal in reinforcing
         the madness of the social system, when she shows it augmenting the forces that are
         pushing the social order toward war. The Greek ideal offers a glorification of war,
         which only serves to add further pressure to the destructive forces rushing headlong
         toward the violence of the First World War. The Greek spirit and the unseizable force
         of the social system come together explicitly when Clara Durrant stands under the
         statue of Achilles while a riderless horse rushes past. At this moment, Clara is walking
         an unruly dog, named “Troy” (JR 231). Woolf, then, sets out to establish a critical distance from both of these notions
         of Bildung, and in the process she forces us to confront the full extent of the alienation of
         the self under modern conditions. 
      

      
      When Woolf’s aims in Jacob’s Room are divorced from this critical intention of uncovering the basis of an understanding
         of self which is not reducible to the available, corrupted forms of Bildung, the experimental innovations are open to misinterpretation as a self-standing metaphysical
         thesis (much as, for Lukács, modernism is intelligible as a literary execution of
         the philosophy of existential solipsism). An example of this is Ray Monk’s claim that
         Jacob’s Room is Woolf’s attempt to demonstrate a truth about reality, namely that “we are to others
         mere phantoms,” real only insofar as we appear within the subjective impressions sustained
         in the minds of others.[14]   Monk understands this to be a philosophical understanding of reality which underpins
         the central experimental innovations in Woolf’s fiction. What counts as real for Woolf,
         Monk suggests, is above all our impressions, and hence her central concern is to constitute
         characters through the impressions they make in the minds of individuals. Other people
         themselves remain essentially unknowable, hence the futility of the use of realistic
         description to seek to capture what other people are like. Instead, what Woolf tries
         to do, according to Monk, is to present character as an impression made in the mind
         of the observer, rather than as it would appear shorn of the particularity of individual
         impressions. Although this is a plausible interpretation on its surface, I think it
         goes wrong in extracting Woolf’s impressionistic technique from its emergence in response
         to the absence of possibilities of self-formation beyond those which serve institutional
         ends at the expense of self-development. I want to say that Woolf’s literary innovations
         are intended to serve the purpose of freeing the self for other possibilities of relating
         to the world and others, beyond the existing social appropriations of selfhood. 
      

      
      Woolf’s construction of Jacob as an elusive, unknowable character, is not a self-standing
         epistemological thesis, but rather is an attempt to express, in the interior realm
         of literary form, the social conditions that have made the presentation of character
         as a narrative of self-development impossible. Foremost among these conditions is
         of course the First World War, and we must try to comprehend how Woolf is able to
         register the widespread grief and sense of loss in the immediate aftermath of the
         war (and which, as we will see, is also central to Woolf’s subsequent novel, Mrs. Dalloway). What Woolf is trying to express, within the form of the novel itself, is then the
         conflict between the social conditions that sustain the possibilities of the self-understanding
         as an individual, and individuality itself, which always eludes the forms in which
         it is socially accessible. This serves an ethical, transformative intention rather
         than an epistemological one. Woolf brings us to reflect on our complacent understanding
         of what it means to know another person, and she does this by showing how that complacent
         understanding blinds us to the possibility of a genuine ethical relation with others,
         by satisfying us with the illusion that our conventional means of knowledge and representation
         are sufficient. 
      

      
      This is why, as Alex Zwerdling has shown, the key stylistic innovation of the novel
         is its tone of ironic distance, and not its reliance on subjective impressions, which
         are, at any rate, certainly exploited in nothing like the same degree as they are
         in Mrs. Dalloway.[15]   Woolf continually deflects our efforts to identify with the characters and their
         experiences, to imagine that we know them, and deflates our desire to sympathize with
         their sufferings. Woolf describes the terrible loss of life in a naval battle as “a
         dozen young men in the prime of life” who “descend with composed faces into the depths
         of the sea; and there impassively (though with perfect mastery of machinery) suffocate
         uncomplainingly together” (JR 216). Even here, we sense the complicity of the spiritual idea, its underpinning of
         the forces of destruction through its inculcation of an ethic of self-sacrifice, of
         accepting death with nobility. But in Woolf’s description we are prevented from romanticizing
         their death, as though it served a greater, nobler purpose. In the Greek street episode,
         the narrator’s detailed description lures us into believing that we are being given
         an insight into Jacob’s innermost thoughts from the dry, stony complexion of his face.
         But the narrator immediately deflects this belief, reminding us that “whether we know
         what was in his mind is another question.” The point of this is to get us to see that
         a genuine understanding of another person cannot be captured in the descriptive terms
         by which we register what we know. By forcing us to confront the disjunction between
         our knowledge and the depth of the ethical relation in which we stand to the other,
         Woolf is bringing to our awareness the nature of the ethical as a transformed relationship,
         rather than simply a greater quantity of knowledge about another person. Rachel Hollander is right, I think, when she claims that, by insisting
         on the “impossibility of easy sympathy” and by confronting the reader with the “limits
         of knowledge and representation,” Jacob’s Room “lays the groundwork for a different kind of receptivity.”[16]   The name given to this different kind of receptivity is intimacy, which the narrator
         describes as “a sort of spiritual suppleness, when mind prints upon mind indelibly”
         (JR 59). Intimacy has much in common with the ethical stance that Musil calls contemplation,
         a “thinking by imitation” (MWQ 1382), which cannot be encompassed within the terms of rational discourse. The narrator’s
         deflecting of our efforts to identify with Jacob, or to take our conventional descriptions
         as equivalent to the knowledge of another person, can then be seen as the attempt
         to make a space for the transformation in which our relation to the other exceeds
         the boundaries of our conventional identifications. In the very same passage where
         the narrator refers to life as a “procession of shadows,” she evokes the “surprise”
         of the “sudden vision that the young man in the chair is of all things in the world
         the most real, the most solid, the best known to us” (JR 96). This is not meant to be a self-delusion, but recalls those moments of rapture
         which Woolf talks of in her autobiography, in which a transformed relation to experience
         opens up momentarily. This possibility of a vanishing of the shadows of convention
         in a moment of vision runs throughout Woolf’s fictional and nonfictional writing,
         and it indicates Woolf’s commitment to an idea of ethical experience as a transformation
         of self.[17]   Woolf, then, at one and the same time, undermines the romanticizing power of the
         spiritual ideals and social categories that underpin self-identity, and opens up the
         possibility of a transformed relation to the other which would not be mediated by
         those conventional forms. Such a possibility is located by Woolf in the conversations
         that take place in private rooms at Cambridge, away from the authority relations and
         the one-sided transmission of knowledge of formal education, and it is marked by a
         certain “spiritual shape, hard yet ephemeral, as of glass compared with the dark stone
         of the chapel”; it is fragile and fleeting, but, Woolf suggests, it encapsulates an
         essence of togetherness which exceeds the expressive possibilities of the social relations
         that are corrupted by oppressive forms of Bildung. 
      

      
      Woolf, as Christine Froula has argued, is not sacrificing historical consciousness
         to formal concerns (or, as I have suggested, to the outline of an epistemological
         thesis) in her refusal to construct a single, coherent narrative for Jacob, but is
         “inventing a form to bring to the light of day the illusions a “botched” civilization
         imprints on the collective unconsciousness.”[18]   Froula suggests that Woolf “unwrites” Jacob’s story in order to “expose the social
         forces that initiate him into masculinity and leave him dead on the battlefield.”
         These are represented by, among others, Mr. Floyd, Jacob’s Latin teacher, Captain
         Barfoot, himself maimed in battle, Cambridge University, which Woolf’s narrator presents
         partly from the perspective of a fascinated outsider looking in (women being excluded
         at the time the novel is set from its exclusively male student body), and partly as
         a force of indoctrination for a masculine culture of duty and social obligation, within
         which, nonetheless, real human moments of intimacy are possible. 
      

      
      The stages of Jacob’s life are captured by Woolf in a series of impressionist scenes,
         which do not add up to a developmental narrative. The narrator of Jacob’s Room does not take on the role of an authoritative subject ordering the world through
         her omniscient knowledge of the fictional space of the novel, but instead works as
         something more like an essayist, who paints with words a series of individual scenes
         that form snapshots of a time and place. Although these scenes deflect the attempt
         to draw them together into a singular narrative progression, they still hang together
         in some way, and demand of the reader an exertion to work out what kind of composition
         they furnish. In this sense, they are similar to the singular, personal aphorisms
         that Adorno offers in Minima Moralia. The deeper link between these two texts, however, is that they both set out to find
         a form of expression for the “immense forces” exerted upon individuals by society
         (SP 80) by composing these series of imagistic or autobiographical snapshots that draw
         together to form a whole as it is seen from one particular position, but without constituting
         a discursive unity. Whereas Adorno gives us aphorisms of the withering of experience,
         Woolf give us images of the decay of convention. Together, the scenes of Jacob’s Room present the absent possibility of selfhood, in the form of the ghostly presence of
         Jacob Flanders, who appears only as the product of the immense forces that turn young
         men into cannon fodder on the battlefield. In an important reflection on scene making
         in “A Sketch of the Past,” Woolf writes that scene making is, for her, the natural
         way of encapsulating the past, in the construction of a single, self-standing impression
         that, as an image, captures the essence of a moment in a way that would not be possible
         in a narrative development. This, she says, confirms her in her “instinctive notion,”
         namely that,
      

      
         we are sealed vessels afloat upon what it is convenient to call reality; at some moments,
            without a reason, without an effort, the sealing matter cracks; in floods reality;
            that is a scene—for they would not survive entire so many ruinous years unless they
            were made of something permanent; that is a proof of their “reality.” (SP 142) 
         

      

      Woolf here ascribes to scenes a capacity to penetrate beyond the conventional understandings
         which hold reality at a safe distance, filtering our sense of how things are through
         the habitual schemes which allow for the comfortable negotiation of everyday experience.
         They break through the “sealed vessels” protecting us from the threat of reality’s
         rushing tide, and hence open up the possibility of an exposure to being that is ordinarily
         inaccessible to us. Woolf conceives of scenes as the literary form which allows language
         to open out onto the inexpressible, allowing it to capture the emergence of meaning
         in a fleeting arrangement, and thereby putting us in contact with a deeper truth beyond
         the reach of our conventional schemes for speaking about experience. Scenes are a
         form of literary composition that, through the dense expressive power packed into
         their taut construction, generate a singular experience of the forces at work in reality,
         arresting its movement in an instant as these forces converge at a single point in
         the ceaseless flow of time. Their superior expressivity is bound up with the way they
         capture the flow of time through the substantive portraits of a particular moment,
         freezing the moment, but, in capturing it, showing its inevitable passing away, the
         susceptibility of its elements to the passage of time. Instead of a narrative sequencing
         which would capture time as a connected series of events, the scene expresses the
         temporal flow through its presentation of the intimate characteristics of the items
         it portrays, opening out to the past and future through a gesture, a remark or a feature
         of the body, such as Mr. Barfoot’s lame leg and missing two fingers on his left hand,
         conjuring up the past of his military service, or the sheep’s skull which the young
         Jacob finds on the beach, which is “clean, white, wind-swept, sand-rubbed,” exposed
         to the implacable pressure of the forces of nature as Jacob will be to the social
         forces which will work inexorably upon him. 
      

      
      It is through the power of these scenes to encapsulate loss that the true expressive
         force of Woolf’s novel lies. Woolf has managed to transform her mourning for her brother,
         Thoby, the autobiographical root of the novel, into an elegiac reflection on the human
         susceptibility to those unseizable forces which made death and suffering the commonplace
         experience of a generation. Jacob’s absence in the novel is not the result of an epistemological
         reduction of character to impression; it is, rather, expressive. That is to say, it
         presents Jacob as the absent possibility of individuality, whose potential for self-development,
         due to his early death, remains just that, unknowable.[19]   The novel begins with his mother looking for Jacob, who has gone missing on the
         beach, and ends with her inspecting his shoes as she cleans out his empty room after
         his death. The presentation of Jacob’s life as a single, developmental narrative would
         not only falsify the effects on the individual of the unseizable forces, but would
         also fail to be expressive in the right way. It is the capacity of literary form to
         express loss, as the destruction of the social conditions of individual self-development
         and self-realization that is the real innovation of Jacob’s room. Its scenic presentation
         of absence forces us to confront what has happened to the individual in the age of
         its social disappearance, and thus its scenes are personal impressions that manage
         to express something of enduring truth.
      

      
      3. Mrs. Dalloway: Lingering with the Particular

      
      Mrs. Dalloway, published in 1925, takes place on a Wednesday in June, 1923, five years after the
         end of the First World War. As in the case of Jacob’s Room, the novel’s historical setting is central to making sense of the innovations of
         form that Woolf employs in this work. The crucial innovation here is not the portrayal
         of impressionistic scenes, but rather what she calls, in her diary, the “tunneling”
         process, by which she is able to “tell the past by installments, as I have need of
         it” She talks of digging out “beautiful caves” behind the characters, allowing the
         past to interact with, and shed light on the present through the exploration of the
         interior life and reflections of each of the characters (WD 59). In the case of characters like Clarissa Dalloway, Peter Walsh and Sally Seton,
         Woolf depicts a process of socialization from a youthful exuberance and utopianism
         to the stage of conventional conformity.[20]   The result is to drive a wedge between their social selves and the interior realm
         of imagination and desire, foregrounding the sacrifice of individuality at the root
         of social conformity even for those who must certainly count as members of the dominant
         class. 
      

      
      For characters such as Doris Kilman and Septimus Warren Smith—the latter is the novel’s
         second main focus of attention besides Clarissa Dalloway—characters who do not identify
         with the establishment, the cost of conformity requires a far heavier price, in Septimus’s
         case, a cost that is too heavy to bear. Doris Kilman, the teacher to the Dalloways’
         daughter is described as dressed in cheap clothes, over forty, and “poor . . . degradingly
         poor.” Yet it is not just her poverty that sets her apart from the establishment characters;
         Doris Kilman is presented as being in her own way a victim of the war as much as Septimus
         Smith, the former soldier suffering from shell shock. For her chance of securing a
         teaching position in a school was ruined by her German sounding name (derived from
         Kiehlman), and the headmistress, Miss Dolby’s suggestion that “she would be happier
         with people who shared her views.” This, of course, casts a harsh critical light on
         Clarissa’s complacent musings at the beginning of the novel about the war being over.
         And this effect is magnified significantly by the focus on the sufferings of Septimus
         Smith who, like Jacob Flanders, although in much starker form, represents the failure
         of Bildung. Unlike Jacob, Septimus is working class, and is presented as having started out
         with an ambitious desire to improve himself, moving from his home in Stroud to London
         and taking evening classes on Shakespeare. In this respect Septimus, as Castle has
         noted, resembles other young men like Hardy’s Jude Fawley, whose “Bildung plots have
         been foreclosed by a society that cares little for their cultural aspirations and
         that, in any case, leaves open no ‘mediated routes’ by which they may be pursued.”[21]   
      

      
      I want to suggest that Woolf, in Mrs. Dalloway, constructs a literary form which, like Adorno’s Minima Moralia, can be understood as a modernist enactment of ethical writing, on account of its
         attempt to express the damage wrought by the social system from the perspective of
         individual experience. During the writing of this book, Woolf had written the following
         note in her diary: “I want to criticise the social system, and to show it at work,
         at its most intense” (WD 57). What is so striking about this is that it is in this novel, perhaps, that Woolf
         first manages to find a form that successfully captures subjective interiority, a
         central ambition of the modernist novel in relation to its predecessors. This is the
         idea of subjective experience, as Woolf famously describes it in “Modern Fiction”
         as “an incessant shower of innumerable atoms,” that come at us from all sides (SE 9). An important aspect is challenging the idea that “life exists more fully in what
         is commonly thought big than in what is commonly thought small.” The mention a little
         later in this passage of the “sudden lightning flashes of significance” that emerge
         in tracing the patterns of subjective experience intimates that it is through the
         presentation of subjective interiority that genuine social critique becomes possible.
         
      

      
      It is in part the organization of Mrs. Dalloway, its centering around one ordinary day in the life of the wife of a conservative
         M. P., that allows for the prominence of subjective experience. But it is also the
         ordinariness of the events it deals with that enables Woolf to explore the infusing
         of these events with subjective depth.[22]   The importance of this technique emerges fully when we consider it as an exemplification
         of Bergson’s notion of art, expressed with particular clarity in le Rire, as characterized by the individualization of experience.[23]   Art, Bergson suggests, focuses on something seen “at a certain spot, on a certain
         day, at a certain hour, with a certain colouring that will never be seen again.” However,
         Bergson also emphasizes the extent to which this is an achievement which runs counter
         to the generalizing force of our day to day language. Ordinarily, Bergson suggests,
      

      
         even in our own individual, individuality escapes us. We move amidst generalities
            and symbols as in a closed field in which our force is effectively pitted against
            other forces; and fascinated by action, tempted by it, for our own good, on to the
            field it has selected, we live in a zone midway between things and ourselves, externally
            to things, externally also to ourselves. 
         

      

      The recovery of the individual nature of experience is then a rescue of individuality,
         effected in opposition to the generalizing function of language, in which the word
         “intervenes” between the thing and ourselves, and, together with the demands of action,
         conceals from our ordinary experience what Bergson calls the individuality of things.
         It is by a “rhythmical arrangement of words,” Bergson writes, that we are able to
         “reach things that speech was not calculated to express.” Mrs. Dalloway achieves something of this, in the case of Clarissa Dalloway, its central character,
         in part by accentuating the sensuous quality of ordinary events, as in the striking
         of Big Ben, first “a warning, musical; then the hour, irrevocable. The leaden circles
         dissolved in the air” (MD 5). Equally important is the manner in which this sensuous experience is infused from
         the very beginning (from the first page) with the traces of a history that gradually
         opens out throughout the course of the novel’s ordinary events, from the buying of
         flowers to the hosting of a party. The moment in Clarissa’s life that forms the thread
         of the novel is gradually given more depth as it is increasingly revealed to be a
         moment in time, part of an unshareable history. In this way, the ordinary is made
         to be wholly other than the world of “conventional and socially accepted generalities,”
         the “veil” on reality of which Bergson speaks. It is given a stamp of uniqueness by
         being filtered through the dense affectivity of subjective interiority.
      

      
      Mrs. Dalloway illustrates the notion of modernist criticism that I outlined in relation to Minima Moralia through its employment of this retrieval of individual experience in a powerful critique
         of the dominant “universal,” in the form of a system of knowledge that embodies power.
         The Great War of 1914–18 is omnipresent in Mrs. Dalloway, although rarely mentioned directly. The novel articulates the disastrous effects
         of that war, the extreme disenchantment and suffering it caused, through the character
         of Septimus Warren Smith. Woolf manages to express, through the figure of Smith, the
         shell-shocked war veteran who never subsequently recovered, a penetrating critique
         of everyday life as a world of extreme alienation. It is in Smith’s experience that,
         as Panichas suggests, Woolf manages to capture the essence of the post-war city of
         London as a “necropolis,” which “magnifies the sense of alienation that oppresses
         men and women who live in its houses, walk on its streets, meet and interact with
         others, hear sounds and words.”[24]   In his study of alienation in Mrs. Dalloway, Jeremy Hawthorn has argued that “Septimus’s madness is seen as a result of particular pressures engendered by an alienating society.”[25]   London, and the inherent reasonableness of its governing class and their modes
         of thinking, is revealed as an oppressive universal within the scarred, damaged subjectivity
         of Septimus Warren Smith.[26]   What society demands of Septimus, Hawthorn argues, is that he learn to suppress
         his private experiences in order to fit in with life in post-war England, a life which
         is premised on the supposition, enunciated by Clarissa Dalloway, that “the war is
         over.” Septimus is marked by an extreme sensitivity which makes it possible for him
         to sense the true nature of the social institutions he interacts with as instruments
         of power. 
      

      
      It is possible to read the character of Septimus Warren Smith as a literary execution
         of the model of criticism that Adorno describes in aphorism § 45 of Minima Moralia. Adorno describes dialectic here as operating within a reversal of the significance
         of health and sickness. Once it has “recognized the ruling universal order and its
         proportions as sick,” Adorno writes, dialectic sees healing cells only in what appears
         “sick, eccentric, paranoid.” Hence it is the concern of dialectics, Adorno suggests,
         to decipher in the “sound views” held by the “powers-that-be,” their “sense of proportions,”
         the “faithful and reduced mirror image of inordinately enlarged disproportions.” The
         critical force of dialectic, which uncovers the unreasonableness at the heart of the
         reasonable and its sense of proportions, appears within the ruling order as unreason.
         In Mrs. Dalloway, this role is accorded to Septimus Smith, who, as Christine Froula
         has argued, embodies Woolf’s intention to pit “Septimus’s reality against that of
         his doctors to frame “madness” as censored truth.”[27]   If Smith is the figure of the sick individual who indicts the ruling notion of
         health, it is Sir William Bradshaw who stands opposed to Smith as the incarnation
         of the reasonable in Mrs. Dalloway. Here is Woolf’s piercing portrait of the violence lurking behind the sense of normality
         and health:
      

      
         Proportion, divine proportion, Sir William’s goddess, was acquired by Sir William
            walking hospitals, catching salmon, begetting one son in Harley Street by Lady Bradshaw.
            . . . Worshipping proportion, Sir William not only prospered himself but made England
            prosper, secluded her lunatics, forbade childbirth, penalised despair, made it impossible
            for the unfit to propagate their views until they, too, shared his sense of proportion.
            . . . [T]he friends and relations of his patients felt for him the keenest gratitude
            for insisting that these prophetic Christs and Christesses, who prophesied the end
            of the world, or the advent of God, should drink milk in bed, as Sir William ordered;
            Sir William with his thirty years’ experience of these kinds of cases, and his infallible
            instinct, this is madness, this sense; in fact, his sense of proportion. (MD 150–51) 
         

      

      The sense of proportion is here revealed as the structural violence of the prevailing
         order that ostracizes, and finally silences the experience of the individual in so
         far as it is incongruous with that order. The individual’s experience of the universal
         as a source of suffering is not allowed to count as a (“reasonable”) criticism from
         within it; the reasonable response to the sickness that pervades individual experience,
         to “drink milk in bed,” expresses the coercive intolerance of the reasonable, its
         stifling of the voice raised in protest against what objective conditions have done
         to the individual. 
      

      
      The true face of the reasonable and its sense of proportions, its suffocating of individual
         experience, is revealed to people like Septimus Smith who, because they are most acutely
         attuned to its effects, are foremost among its victims. The face it shows to them,
         Woolf writes, is “conversion,” its unsmiling sister, who loves “to impress, to impose,
         adoring her own features stamped on the face of the populace.” It “offers help but
         desires power” (MD 151). The dismissive gesture that Adorno sees as silencing the particular in Hegel
         is replicated in William Bradshaw’s sentiment that the sick lack a sense of proportion,
         and that the only response to the question “why live?” is because “life was good”
         (MD 153). But it is in Smith, who represents the discarded dregs of the ruling order and
         its proportions, that this order reveals the truth about its violent eradication of
         individual experience. In giving voice to Septimus’s experience, Woolf constructs
         a literary form that is able to express the irrationality at the heart of the prevailing
         rational order. 
      

      
      Sir William’s forceful imposition of the ruling sense of proportion bears all the
         marks of the failure of the contemplative relation to others. What has withered in
         his attitude is the possibility of “seeing others as such and not as functions as
         one’s own will” (MM § 85). There is no room, no space in which the individual and its experience is able
         to find expression, other than as what is assimilable as normal or ostracizable as
         sick, insane, 
      

      
         And then stole out from her hiding-place and mounted her throne that goddess whose
            lust is to override opposition, to stamp indelibly in the sanctuaries of others the
            image of herself. Naked, defenseless, the exhausted, the friendless received the impress
            of Sir William’s will. He swooped; he devoured. He shut people up (MD 154). 
         

      

      What Sir William lacks is not a piece of knowledge, it is self-awareness. Adorno writes
         in Minima Moralia that “contemplation without violence, the source of all the joy of truth, presupposes
         that he who contemplates does not absorb the object into himself: a distanced nearness”
         (MM § 54). In upholding the sense of proportion, William Bradshaw can be seen as embodying
         the refusal to linger; he simply does not recognize that his demand for social conformity
         is a form of violence exercised against the suffering particular, a refusal to let
         individual experience count on its own terms. It makes sense, on these grounds, to
         see Woolf’s critique as the aesthetic disclosure of proportion, its revelation as violence directed against the particular. Smith figures as the—inassimilable—individual
         experience that indicts proportion as disguised (that is, un-self-aware) violence.
         Woolf accentuates the inextricably subjective nature of this criticism in the suggestions
         of Septimus Smith’s attunement to the possibilities of meaning as they emerge in the
         depths of the individual’s experience, that is, before those possibilities have hardened
         into fixed grooves of explanation and interpretation. The letters “K” and “R” pronounced
         next to his ear by the nursemaid, an effort to spell out the letters traced by aeroplane
         smoke in the sky, resonate with Septimus in deeply sensuous terms: “deeply, softly,
         like a mellow organ, but with a roughness in her voice like a grasshopper’s, which
         rasped his spine deliciously and sent running up into his brain waves of sound which,
         concussing, broke” (MD 32). It is the extreme affectivity of Septimus, signaled in his sense of the leaves
         on the trees as “connected by millions of fibres with his own body,” that most clearly
         reveals his character as bearing witness to the violence that is suppressed at the
         level of society and its official discourse, represented by Dr. Holmes and Sir William
         Bradshaw. Instead of the contingent vehicle of sense, speech appears to Septimus’s
         ears as the occasion for the production of a profusion of auditory metaphors, leading
         us to understand the purely sense content of speech as a restriction of its metaphoric
         potential. Septimus constantly risks losing himself, dissolving into the world, precisely
         because he is situated at a point of maximum, sensuous-mimetic sensitivity to the
         possibilities of the world’s meaning; he embodies that moment of distance from what
         Nietzsche calls the “prison walls” of our conceptual appropriation of things (PT 86). Septimus, then, embodies Adorno’s claim that “society is essentially the substance
         of the individual” (MM 10, 17). Woolf’s tunneling of Septimus’s interior reveals that space as the scene
         of society’s destruction of the possibility of living as an individual within the
         social system. 
      

      
      It is fascinating to read, in this light, Woolf’s reflections on the revelatory power
         of illness in her essay “On Being Ill” (published five years after Mrs. Dalloway):
      

      
         In illness words seem to possess a mystic quality. We grasp what is beyond their surface
            meaning, gather instinctively this, that, and the other—a sound, a colour, here a
            stress, there a pause—which the poet, knowing words to be meager in comparison with
            ideas, has strewn about his page to evoke, when collected, a state of mind which neither
            words can express nor the reason explain. Incomprehensibility has an enormous power
            over us in illness, more legitimately perhaps than the upright will allow. In health
            meaning has encroached upon sound. Our intelligence domineers over our senses.[28]   
         

      

      What emerges clearly in this passage is the notion of illness as a perspective that
         is able to disclose a truth that is inaccessible to the state of health and its prevailing
         reasonableness. The mystic quality of words, Woolf intimates, is revealed in a state
         of heightened sensory receptivity when new ways of arranging the visual and auditory
         fragments of meaning impinging on us, incomprehensible to the intellect, suddenly
         reveal themselves to us. In illness, there is an excess of meaning that uncovers what
         was discarded in our ordinary schemes for making sense of experience. It is in illness,
         Woolf writes, that it becomes possible to access, at least in part, the “virgin forest”
         that is shut off by the effort “to communicate, to civilize, to share, to cultivate
         the desert,” in short, to be reasonable.[29]   In Septimus Smith, the domination of the intelligence over the senses has ceased
         to operate. It is from a place that must appear insane from within the domain of the
         reasonable, the realm of uncensored sensory receptivity, that Septimus is able to
         experience the reasonable as the cover for violence. Septimus’s failure to feel, his
         experience of the world as without meaning (MD 133), is not, then, intelligible as the result of a withdrawal from experience. It
         is the consequence of too much sensuous-mimetic immersion in it, allowing the coldness
         and alienation that marks the objective world in which Septimus moves to impress itself
         into the core of his subjective sense of self. Septimus’s failure to feel is a mimetic
         one; it imitates the world’s coldness in the form of the disfigurement of the individual.
         It is the senses, in their incapacity to react and respond to the world, that convict
         the intelligence as founded on the suppression of sensory experience. 
      

      
      The critique of proportion from the perspective of illness that Septimus represents
         recalls the critique of the reasonable in Minima Moralia:
      

      
         The sense of proportion entails a total obligation to think in terms of the established
            measures and values. One need only have once heard a die-hard representative of a
            ruling clique say: “That is of no consequence [Das ist nicht so wichtig],” or note at what times the bourgeois talk of exaggeration, hysteria, folly, to
            know that the appeal to reason invariably occurs most promptly in apologies for unreason.
            (MM § 45) 
         

      

      It is impossible to miss the reverberations of this ostracizing of the unreasonable,
         the assurance that “that is of no consequence,” in Dr. Holmes” assertion that “there
         was nothing whatever the matter” with Septimus (MD 34, 137). Individual experience here suffers the same dismissive gesture that occurs,
         for Adorno, in Hegel’s coercive reconciliation of particulars. What Adorno hints at
         in the reference to the times when “exaggeration,” “hysteria,” “folly” are appealed
         to, is that these are essentially exercises of power, the ostracism of the individual
         that comprises a silencing of the import of its experience. The refusal to linger
         with that experience is in fact a refusal of (because it is a fear of) self-reflection,
         the resistance to the potential for a deeper awareness about itself that is presented
         by the individual and its experience. The standpoint of the reasonable does not know
         (and does not want to know) what is wrong with individual experience. The sense of
         proportion reveals itself finally as naked power through what is left behind by its
         integrating movement, the undigestible remains of individual experience, the dregs
         of life whose plaintive voice continues to resonate even after the social verdict
         of their irrelevance.
      

      
      It is as a particular, then, that the character of Septimus is able to figure as an
         indictment of the social system, of its entwinement with war and suffering. Yet that
         system, in the form of its representative, Sir William Bradshaw, is unable to linger
         with the experience that searches for expression in Septimus. Like the normalized,
         de-fanged version of psychoanalysis that Adorno discusses in Minima Moralia, Bradshaw can only encounter Septimus as “some case” (MD 279). Septimus is immediately covered over by a category, his experience is quickly
         subsumed without any effort to develop what Adorno describes as those mediating, external
         forms that allow subjective interiority to make its way to the surface. Contemplation
         without violence, as Adorno puts it, involves a refusal to “absorb the object into
         oneself” (MM § 54). This would involve acknowledging the possibility of learning something significant
         about itself from the individual and its experience, through the universal import
         of that experience. It is of course Clarissa Dalloway who recognizes that Septimus’s
         death had been an “attempt to communicate,” to say what the dominant universal would
         not allow to be said (MD 280). Clarissa’s sentiment that men like Sir William “make life intolerable” (MD 281) intimates that she, at least, might have been able to linger with Septimus’s
         experience. It is the brushing of the fates of Clarissa and Septimus in small and
         significant ways that forms the unifying theme of the novel. The promise of a communication
         between the two both sustains the novel and, in its ultimate refusal, forms the novel’s
         rejection of compromise with an intolerable social system. 
      

      
      Septimus’s treatment is a microcosm of the systemic effects of social institutions.
         Woolf’s desire to criticise the social system, to show it at work “at its most intense”
         as she writes in her diary, comes to fruition in the description of the dismissive
         gesture that silences the particular, in the person of Septimus Smith. Mrs. Dalloway articulates a moment in which one of the key characteristics of the ruling order,
         its insistence on conformity to the established patterns of thinking and feeling,
         began to manifest itself as a reactive force, a stifling of the self and its experience
         that had begun to overwhelm the conditions of being a self at all. That ideal, Sir
         William’s sense of proportion, can be read on the lines of Nietzsche’s notion of the
         pathological structure of “life turned against life.” That ideal, in Sir William’s
         words, had “made England prosper”; or in Nietzsche’s terms, it provided a unified
         scheme for the mastery of experience and the organization of the energies of the self
         within that scheme. Woolf intimates that it is through what appears as sick, deviant,
         inassimilable, that the weight of suffering underlying that scheme, the cost in terms
         of the self and its experience, can manage to find its voice. Proportion is then in
         truth, Alex Zwerdling has suggested, an “atrophy of the heart, repression of instinct
         and emotion.”[30]   Woolf makes us aware of the systemic pressure that must be brought to bear to sustain
         this situation, and what this force does when it is exerted against the deviant particular.
         
      

      
      4. Knowledge as Intimacy in To the Lighthouse

      
      Woolf’s 1927 novel, To the Lighthouse, is, according to the critical consensus, her most autobiographical work of fiction.
         It is in this work, Herta Newman argues, that Woolf “moves closer to the true dynamics
         of autobiography, recreating now purposefully the life that is more often unconsciously
         transmuted into fiction.”[31]   Various passages in “A Sketch of the Past” hint at the depth of this connection
         between the novel and Woolf’s own attempt to work upon her past and her relations
         with her family in particular. Her suggestion that, after finishing To the Lighthouse, she “ceased to be obsessed” by her mother, the inspiration for Mrs. Ramsey, is often
         cited in this regard. Equally apparent are the features of the fictional Mr. Ramsey
         in Woolf’s description of her father, Leslie Stephen, as a man whose “complete unconsciousness
         of his own behavior is to be found in the disparity, so obvious in his books, between
         the critical and the imaginative power” (SP 146). The claim that her father, Leslie Stephen, has “so ignored, or disguised his
         own feelings that he had no idea of what he was; and no idea of what other people
         were” is echoed in the fictional world of To the Lighthouse in Mrs. Ramsey’s musing that her husband seemed “sometimes made differently from
         other people, born blind, deaf and dumb to the ordinary things, but to the extraordinary
         things, with an eye like an eagle’s” (TL 70). Mr. Ramsey’s emotional absence, his incapacity to sense the significance of things
         in the domestic and familial world, is clearly a fictional portrait of Woolf’s own
         experience of the crippling effect of “Cambridge and its one-sided education” on her
         father, and the “mutilations of intensive brain work.” Mr. Ramsey’s belief that “the
         arts are merely a decoration imposed on the top of human life” (TL 43) reflects Woolf’s portrayal of her father as “unaware of music, of art, and puritanically
         brought up” (SP 146). Here, as elsewhere in her fiction, Woolf’s literary treatment of autobiographical
         material transforms these personal memories into a perspective which expands to encompass
         the social system and its role in the production of mutilated selves. Woolf’s concern
         is not with Mr. Ramsey as a private individual, but, as Herta Newman puts it, with
         “the system in which he is diminished and disfigured, but retaining still the vestiges
         of a better self.”[32]   
      

      
      But it is not only in the sense that it makes uses of autobiographical material that
         To the Lighthouse counts as an autobiographical work. The autobiographical character of To the Lighthouse merges seamlessly with its second major distinguishing characteristic, namely, its
         presentation of an artist, which works, simultaneously, as a literary reflection on
         the nature of the aesthetic, and on the essence of aesthetic experience. The relationship
         between these two elements is in fact crucial to the philosophical import of the work
         itself. This is so because the account of aesthetic experience in To the Lighthouse presents, as a kind of immanent reflection of the work upon itself, an intellectual
         snapshot of the work of self-transformation that is happening through the aesthetic
         transmutation of autobiography in the novel. As in Robert Musil’s conception of the
         aesthetic as a bridge that spans the realm of ordinary experience and the transformed
         self-understanding that marks the sphere of the ethical, Woolf conceives of aesthetic
         experience—both performing it and reflecting on its operation in the novel at one
         and the same time- as the site of a movement, a happening, in which the self undergoes
         an alteration in its relation towards experience. The snapshot of aesthetic experience
         is personified through the character of Lily Briscoe who, unlike Woolf but like her
         sister, Vanessa Bell, is a painter rather than a writer. The understanding of her
         own art that Lily acquires in the course of the novel is a representation of what
         happens to the autobiographical material that Woolf draws upon in the novel, as it
         is pulled into the immanent sphere of the artwork. As Lily arranges the different
         pictorial elements of her abstract painting and, in doing so, frees herself from her
         own obsession with Mrs. Ramsey, so Woolf, in writing the novel, transforms her memory
         of her parents, and the Victorian Age which they represented, into an aesthetic structure
         which makes visible the forces at the center of her own identity, and in doing so,
         attains to a sense of freedom from the blind operation of those forces. In “A Sketch
         of the Past,” Woolf describes the family scene at Hyde Park Gate as a confrontation
         between the Victorian Age and the Edwardian Age (SP 147), and suggests that, in 1900, the house was “a complete model of Victorian society.”
         I am not suggesting here that Woolf’s portrayal of the Ramsey household is entirely
         for the purpose of sloughing off certain influences. What she is after is a form of
         self-understanding; I am claiming that, in taking up autobiographical material into
         the novel, Woolf makes possible a transformed vision of the constituent forces at
         the center of her own identity. And, of course, those forces are not simply the private
         scenes of the Woolf household, but the forces that shape the identity of Victorian
         society. Woolf’s awareness of this is clearly marked by her memorable line that “[e]very
         one of our male relations was shot into that [great patriarchal machine] at the age
         of ten and emerged at sixty a Head Master, an Admiral, a Cabinet Minister, or the
         Warden of a college” (SP 153).[33]  
      

      
      Woolf’s organization of the novel into two vivid scenic arrangements, separated by
         a short section called “Time Passes,” a self-consciously lyric passage serving as
         a corridor joining the two large scenic arrangements in the first and third sections,
         allows her to develop a historical perspective on these societal forces and to depict
         the changing awareness of their effects on the identity of the characters. We note
         this especially in Lily’s changed perception of Mr. Ramsey in the last part of the
         novel. Her sense of him after the passage of time as “a figure of infinite pathos”
         reflects the greater awareness, furnished by historical distance, of Mr. Ramsey’s
         own mutilation at the hands of Victorian society (TL 154). This is reinforced by Lily’s supposition that Mr. Ramsey “must have had his
         doubts about that table,” the “table” which Lily associates with Mr. Ramsey’s philosophical
         thinking (TL 155). Historical distance also enables Lily to reach a deeper awareness about Mrs.
         Ramsey as an agent of social forces, alluded to in her reflection on the “astonishing
         power that Mrs. Ramsey had over one” (TL 176). Lily is here recalling Mrs. Ramsey’s seemingly benign interest in arranging
         marriages, which, as Lily is now well aware, is in fact an enforcement of a societal
         code that forces women into a version of domesticity that is crippling for the kind
         of aesthetic self-discovery that Lily desires. At the back of Mrs. Ramsey’s desire
         to impose a marriage upon Lily lies the severe social judgment about Lily the unmarried
         artist, frittering away her chance of respectability in useless pursuits. In the final
         part of the novel, Alex Zwerdling has argued, “Victorian Family Life has been displaced
         by a different order,” in which women can be identified with their work, love and
         marriage are not necessarily linked, and there is a social space for the lone individual.[34]   Now that, as Lily reflects, “life has changed completely” (TL 175), she is able to transform the constellation of forces in which she was immersed
         into a form of expression, the arrangement of colors and shapes on her canvas.
      

      
      There is another fundamental division in the novel which cuts through this generational
         divide, bisecting the characters largely (but not exclusively) according to gender.[35]   This is the distinction between forms of knowledge, and which is associated with
         two wholly different visions of the self in its relation to experience. The first,
         recalling a similar notion in Jacob’s Room, is referred to as “intimacy” (TL 51). This is described as a way of figuring a sudden intensity of the sensuous-mimetic
         attunement to the object, with which language can never ultimately get on level terms.
         It is significant that intimacy is described as untranslatable into any written language,
         suggesting that it is the mimetic openness to the world that is the condition of language’s
         capacity to be about things at all. Lily’s artistic ability is described in the final part of the novel
         as a capacity to capture these moments by transforming them into an aesthetic arrangement.
         It rests on the possibility of these sudden illuminations in which “this truth, this
         reality, which suddenly laid hands on her, emerged stark at the back of appearances
         and commanded her attention” (TL 158). This, of course, emphasizes the defining modernist notion of an underlying pattern
         or figure which must be reconstructed in language if it is to become accessible as
         an experience. But it is also significant that it is Mrs. Ramsey, above all, who is
         associated with these sudden moments of vision. One particularly intense immersion
         in experience occurs when Mrs. Ramsey is observing the effect of the lighthouse beam
         on the sea in the vanishing daylight, when,
      

      
         the blue went out of the sea and it rolled in waves of pure lemon which curved and
            swelled and broke upon the beach and the ecstasy burst in her eyes and waves of pure
            delight raced over the floor of her mind and she felt, It is enough! It is enough!
            (TL 65) 
         

      

      The exclamation, “It is enough!” contrasts, as we will see, with the second model
         of knowledge represented most clearly by the person of Mr. Ramsey. Whereas the latter
         is characterized as a ceaseless, restless movement spiraling toward ever higher levels
         of abstraction, Mrs. Ramsey represents a stance of immersion in the present moment
         which possesses its meaning fully within itself. This example in particular is very
         close to the descriptions Woolf provides of her particularly intense moments of being
         in “A Sketch of the Past,” for example, in the “pure delight” at the “lemon-coloured
         leaves on the elm tree; the apples in the orchard, the murmur and rustle of the leaves”
         (SP 133). In the novel, this exposure to sudden moments of vision is associated, through
         the character of Mrs. Ramsey, with a capacity for arranging and assembling things
         together, which is the signal quality of Mrs. Ramsey in her command of the domestic
         sphere. This is expressed most vividly in the dinner table scene, where Mrs. Ramsey
         feels as though “the whole of the effort of merging and flowing and creating rested
         on her,” and which she sets in contrast to “the sterility of men” (TL 83). This capacity to find relationships among things, the compositional ability that
         Mrs. Ramsey exercises in the domestic sphere, is associated in the novel with the
         work of aesthetic composition that is Lily Briscoe’s own sphere of activity. Mrs.
         Ramsey’s premonition that “there is a coherence in things, a stability; something
         . . . immune from change” (TL 105) reflects Lily’s search in her painting for an arrangement that would capture
         the significance of the past in an image, freezing the constant motion of the pressure
         and counter-pressure of forces in domestic life in a snapshot that would release their
         meaning, transforming the violence exerted by those forces into an aesthetic arrangement
         that makes society accessible as an experience.
      

      
      Following through this relationship between Lily Briscoe and Mrs. Ramsey in the third
         part of the novel, we encounter a notion of artistic activity as a transfiguration
         of the everyday. It is not an escape from the world (a property which is, however,
         associated with Mr. Ramsey’s philosophical attitude), but rather an illumination of
         the ordinary through the work of reconstruction, which allows it to emerge as if for
         the first time. This association is drawn out quite explicitly in the following passage:
      

      
         One must hold the scene—so—in a vise and let nothing come in and spoil it. One wanted,
            she thought, dipping her brush deliberately, to be on a level with ordinary experience,
            to feel simply that’s a chair, that’s a table, and yet at the same time, It’s a miracle,
            it’s an ecstasy (TL 201–2). 
         

      

      Lily here echoes Mrs. Ramsey’s “It is enough!” with her artistic sense for the capacity
         of ordinary things to undergo a transfiguration, releasing the sensuous fullness of
         their potential for meaning from underneath the deadening weight of convention and
         the habitual associations which bury perception beneath the imperatives of utility
         and custom. This implies an understanding of aesthetic experience as working to release
         the hold of a theoretical (re)construction of the ordinary, one which conceives its
         potential meaningfulness through its alignment with hard and smooth logical structures.
         And it is this idea of knowing that Woolf associates with Mr. Ramsey, who, instead
         of seeing the table itself, its sensuous presence, as an illumination that suffices
         unto itself, conceives of it as an abstract form. Aesthetic experience is then the
         reversal of the movement away from the sensuous presence of things that is the founding
         movement of the work of intellectual abstraction, captured by Woolf in the characterization
         of the Mr. Ramsey’s philosophical thinking as imagining a kitchen table, “when you”re
         not there” (TL 23). It effects a turning, a reversal of the intellectual movement away from the fullness
         of sensuous presence, prompting thinking to recover its openness to this moment of
         disclosure in which things solicit the work of understanding but are not (yet) assimilated
         within the discursive structures of comprehension. Lily’s ecstatic “that’s a chair,
         that’s a table” recaptures the moment of the self’s exposure to things, the personal
         dimension of experience that is excised from thought in imagining what a table is
         like in the absence of sensuous experience.
      

      
      This turning towards sensuous presence through the recovery of the personal self,
         which I am saying is the task of aesthetic experience as Woolf presents it in To the Lighthouse, is the same movement that Adorno is seeking to perform, from within the space of intellectual abstraction itself, in Negative Dialectic. This is expressed in the exhortation to “change the direction of conceptuality,
         to turn it towards nonidentity” (ND 24). Adorno’s claim that philosophical thinking can be rid of fetishism through “self-consciousness”
         about what concepts are and how they work (ND 23), is the call for a different way of using concepts, one that recalls the dependence
         of their meaning on this exposure to things before they have been spiritualized into
         the content of concepts. The fetishism of concepts is then a forgetting of this dependence,
         when they begin to relate to things, exclusively, as already assimilated in the form
         of a discursive content, as placeholders in the movements across discursive space,
         shorn of the ecstasy of their being-there, soliciting meaning without being enclosed
         by it. The practice of negative dialectic is the work of breaking the spell of theoretical
         construction, the constitutive semblance of conceptual thinking that the significant
         content of concepts, which they enclose as their sense, is equivalent to what they
         express. Adorno writes that “it belongs to the meaning of concepts that they do not
         rest content in their own conceptuality,” and that, in so far as they enclose the
         nonconceptual as their sense, they “make it equal to themselves and thereby remain
         locked up within themselves” (ND 23). The word I have translated here as “locked up” is befangen, which is more commonly used in expressions such as “er ist in seinen Vorurteilen befangen,” “he is locked up in his own prejudices.” The suggestion is of a certain blindness
         in which thought becomes incapable of incorporating the conditions of its own emergence
         as thinking, as part of what makes it a thought at all. Mr. Ramsey’s failure to look
         at things offers a vivid portrayal of this blindness.[36]   What is needed here, what will rescue thought from its self-imposed isolation,
         is the release of the ordinary from its theoretical misapprehension, breaking the
         spell which transmutes the relation of thought and thing into an interior relation
         of thinking to its own product. 
      

      
      Mr. Ramsey’s failure to look at things is the essential trait of the failure of self-awareness.
         For Woolf, as for Adorno, this is at one and the same time a cognitive and an ethical
         failure, as its inevitable consequence is a form of coldness and detachment which
         manifests itself immediately as an indifference to the particular. For Mr. Ramsey,
         thought is like “the keyboard of a piano, divided into so many notes, or like the
         alphabet is ranged in twenty-six letters all in order” (TL 33). Knowledge, then, is disembodied, divorced from sensuous contact with things,
         an instrument that has to do more with itself and its own structure than with the
         world of things it is supposed to be about. The indifference of that knowledge to
         individual experience is illustrated in Mrs. Ramsey’s thoughts on her husband’s callous
         reaction to young James’ desire to go to the lighthouse:
      

      
         To pursue truth with such astonishing lack of consideration for other people’s feelings,
            to rend the thin veils of civilisation so wantonly, so brutally, was to [Mrs. Ramsey]
            so horrible an outrage of human decency that, without replying, dazed and blinded,
            she bent her head as if to let the pelt of jagged hail, the drench of dirty water,
            bespatter her unrebuked. There was nothing to say (TL 32). 
         

      

      As in the case of William Bradshaw, what Ramsey lacks is not knowledge, it is the
         receptiveness to the particular that allows it to count on its own terms. The suggestion
         here that there was nothing to be said is a continuing theme in this novel, and indicates
         that the failure in question is not something that could be solved by more words, at least if those words were simply more reprocessing of the words which already
         have become blind to the experience of particulars. The same attitude appears in artist
         Lily Briscoe’s description of the failure of language, its dependence on “[l]ittle
         words that broke up the thought and dismembered it and said nothing” (TL 178). Thought begins to lose its dependence on the relation to things as constitutive
         of the meanings of its words, becoming caught up in the horizontal relations that
         link words together across discursive space.
      

      
      At one point, Lily Briscoe experiences a “rapture,” a “silent stare” that makes her
         “forget entirely what she had been about to say” (TL 47–8). It is the potential for meaning, its excess, which in these experiences seems
         to overpower language. In these experiences, there is a surplus of meaningfulness
         over the resources of language to catalogue and order it into manageable and measurable
         elements, and it is precisely here that an attitude becomes possible that is able
         to do justice to the experience of the particular. This would mean cultivating a type
         of receptivity that would be akin to what Adorno termed the “obsession through the
         particular” (MM § 48), in which, rather than judging (comparing, classifying, measuring), the words
         are pushed to measure themselves against their fidelity to the experience in question,
         so that the expression of the particular is always at the same time an interrogation
         of the expressive possibilities of language. To recover that sensuous-mimetic attunement,
         what is necessary is a cultivation of the capacity to linger, a capacity that is sensitive
         to the potential for cruelty in thought’s extracting itself from individual experience,
         it’s all too ready propensity to focus on its own order rather than what it is about.
         Lingering, then, is a way of calling thinking back to what it is about. It corrects
         the movement away from receptiveness to what strives for expression, reminding thought
         of its perpetual obligation to do justice to the experience it claims to be about,
         an obligation it never quite manages to fulfill, and which pushes it onward in a continual
         process of self-correction. Negative dialectic, for Adorno, is essentially nothing
         other than a philosophical writing that calls thought back to this responsibility
         to what is not thought; it is the self-awareness, Selbstbesinnung, about its own meaning that leads the concept out of the “semblance of the being
         in itself of the concept as a unity of meaning” (ND 24).
      

      
      Woolf furnishes a vivid portrait of the detachment of thought in the person of Mr.
         Ramsey, who spends hours exploring the relations between thoughts as though they were
         “old familiar lanes and commons,” which were all “stuck about with the history of
         that campaign there, the life of this statesman here, with poems and with anecdotes,
         with figures too, this thinker, that soldier” (TL 43). What interests Ramsey, his goal of moving from “Q” to “R,” is pushing further
         the logical space of thought, finding the next link in the chain of ideas, abstraction
         piled upon abstraction. But, at least until the very end of the novel, Mr. Ramsey
         does not live his thoughts, he cannot reconcile the audacity of his thinking with his emotional
         dependence on others, and hence appears “venerable and laughable at one and the same
         time” (TL 45). Although his understanding “often astonished” Mrs. Ramsey, she is led to ask
         “But did he notice the flowers? No. Did he notice the view? No. Did he even notice
         his own daughter’s beauty, or whether there was pudding on his plate or roast beef?”
         (TL 70). Mr. Ramsey’s failure to look at things is not simply an idiosyncratic character
         trait. In transforming her memory of her father into a literary presentation, Woolf
         shows us the immense forces that drive human beings towards the practice of intellectual
         detachment, the forces which bewitch our relation to things. We are meant, I think,
         to recognize the impulse towards intellectual detachment in ourselves, as the movement
         at work, inevitably, in our own thinking. It is something we acquire through inculcation
         into a social system which contextualizes the legacy of self-preservation, forming
         us into subjects who reproduce that system in our own attitude to things. 
      

      
      Woolf’s notion of intimacy must then be seen as denoting an ethical transformation
         of the self, a receptivity to the emergence of meaning that engages the whole self,
         breaking the spell of the habitualized conceptualizations that turn us away from the
         being-there of things. It is significant that intimacy is described as untranslatable
         into any written language, suggesting that it is the openness to the world that is
         the condition of language’s capacity to be about things at all. What Lily Briscoe wishes to capture in her paintings is “that very
         jar on the nerves, the thing itself before it has been made anything” (TL 193), in other words, the unregimented operation of sensuous-mimetic attunement that
         underlies the potential for meaning of language. Adorno is invoking the very same
         possibility, as integral to the very idea of aesthetic experience, when he writes
         that aesthetic comportment is the “capacity to shudder, as if goose bumps were the
         first aesthetic image” (AT 489, 331). It is also the returning to thought of an acknowledgment of its dependence
         on this mimetic comportment that Adorno wants to articulate when he talks of reversing
         the movement of abstraction, the tendency of thought to separate itself from what
         it is about, to become preoccupied with itself and the relations between thoughts,
         losing its ability to measure itself against what is revealed in this prior dependence.
         
      

      
      In the third part of To the Lighthouse, we can see this ethical transformation occurring in Lily Briscoe, as she wrestles
         with the threat of meaninglessness when words lose their connection to the sensuous
         presence of things. Lily’s state of mind in the beginning of part three of the novel
         exhibits the same sense of disorientation and indeed alienation from ordinary experience
         that, as I also argued with regard to Robert Musil, denotes the condition of possibility
         of ethical experience. Lily feels like a stranger in her surroundings, as though the
         cord linking her with the events going on around her has been cut; words becomes like
         undecipherable symbols, bereft of their ordinary significance, and become opaque and
         inscrutable shapes (TL 146–7). Eventually, Lily feels that she is “losing consciousness of outer things,”
         as she senses her increasing detachment from the practical connections which tie us
         to the world of ordinary experience.[37]   This dissolution of the everyday is the precondition for Lily’s aesthetic reconstruction
         of experience, her rescue of the past in a scene which captures the immense forces
         of life at a particular historical moment. Teresa Prudente writes that, according
         to Woolf’s notion of aesthetic experience in To the Lighthouse, our “habitual modality of perception is . . . visualized as covering what lies beneath
         the surface of experience,” whereas “in moments of revelation the hidden reality can
         briefly emerge and the subject can experience a renewed point of view.”[38]   That hidden reality, however, only becomes accessible in its aesthetic reconstruction,
         when the shock, the “jar on the nerves” of the original experience is unfolded in
         its full, experiential significance. As in Musil’s account, the depersonalized experience
         of the everyday is displaced by an absorption of the self in experience which Musil
         characterizes as a state of contemplation. I described this state as the exposure
         to the emergence of meaning at the point of the sensuous presence of things, prior
         to the congealing of an experience into fixed discursive chains. Lily Briscoe touches
         on this idea in describing the moment when things “become unreal” (TL 192). In these experiences, the authority of the rational subject over the meaning
         of experience is loosened, and the spell of habit is broken. The representation of
         that spell in To the Lighthouse is Mr. Ramsey’s failure to look at things; this is not merely a cognitive failing,
         but must also be seen as the act of excluding oneself from the realm of the ethical,
         which is opened up in those moments of exposure to things toward which we are led
         in aesthetic experience. The key word “egotism” is used in the novel to describe both
         Mr. Ramsey and his disciple, Charles Tansley (TL 36, 92). It is the word that Woolf uses in “A Sketch of the Past” to describe her
         father, Leslie Stephen (SP 147). Egotism is not simply the practice of giving preference to one’s own self-interests
         at the expense of others. It does have an ethical significance, but to see it we must
         be aware that, for Woolf, it encompasses an entire way of being that disfigures the
         self, to such a degree, in fact, that the egotist is deserving of our sympathy rather
         than our moral admonition. “Nothing so cruelly hurts the person himself,” Woolf writes,
         as egotism, wounding in turn all those who come into contact with it. It is clear
         that egotism denotes a form of self-constitution under the cementing pressure of those
         social forces which, for Woolf, are the repressive hallmarks of Victorian society.
         Woolf’s description of the egotistical subject as living in a “prison” (SP 146) is echoed in Adorno’s use of the term Gefangenschaft, in Negative Dialectic, to portray the subject’s confined in the hard shell of self-preservation and its
         organizing of experience according to instrumental imperatives which ultimately, for
         Adorno, underlies the operation of discursive thinking and its layout of experience
         as made up of repeatable instantiations of concepts. When Adorno refers to the subject’s
         imprisonment as its being under the sway of identifying thinking, “the making equal
         of what is unequal” (ND 174), he is saying that it is the layout of experience as mapping a system of concepts
         which is the origin of imprisonment.[39]   
      

      
      The depiction of Mr. Ramsey and Charles Tansley in To the Lighthouse reveals their superior knowledge to be the thin disguise for an exercise of power
         over others. Michael Lackey has argued that Woolf, in this novel, portrays philosophical
         knowledge as making “human connection and intimacy, a basic sensitivity to the needs
         and desires of human beings, impossible.”[40]   I think this is correct, providing we understand by philosophy here not an institutionally
         specific approach to knowledge, but rather as the reflective form of a relation to
         experience that is endemic to the social order as a whole. The insensitivity of the
         philosophical mindset is then the symptom of the form of life of which it is the reflection,
         which embodies this insensitivity right into the minutiae of social interaction. It
         is in tracking the experiential consequences of this insensitivity that the ethical
         force of To the Lighthouse lies, in its dissection of the kind of subjects who have become unable to look at
         things. It shows how aesthetic experience embodies a contrary movement toward things,
         in its capacity to open the subject to the possibility of a receptiveness toward things.
         This movement allows us to rediscover that ethical relation that Woolf calls intimacy,
         an exposure to how things are that makes us receptive to the singular, the unique
         and the new in experience, guiding the work of comprehension without itself being
         a piece of knowledge. In the idea of intimacy, Woolf expresses the idea of an ethical
         self-transformation that allows us once more to look at things.
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      Conclusion: Modernist Criticism

      
      
      Adorno’s philosophical interpretation of modernist criticism dispenses with the idea
         of criticism as a special technique or method, something performed with thinking but
         not intrinsic to its operation. The idea of criticism as a special employment of thinking
         derives from the error of conceiving the essential form of thinking as representation.
         Since the basic form of thinking is the mirroring or representing of an independently
         given reality, criticism must be conceived as a subsequent operation performed upon
         the reality-as-represented that is originally delivered over to thought. Adorno is
         signaling his disagreement with this notion when he writes, in Negative Dialectic, that “Die Anstrengung, die im Begriff des Denkens selbst, als Widerpart zur passivischen
         Anschauung, impliziert wird, ist bereits negativ, Auflehnung gegen die Zumutung jedes
         Unmittelbaren, ihm sich zu beugen” (“The exertion that is already implicated in the
         concept of thinking itself, as the counterpart to that of passive intuition, is already
         negative, a resistance against the imposition of each immediate thing that thought
         should bow before it” [ND 30]). Resistance, “Auflehnung,” Adorno is saying here, is integral to every single act of thinking, and that resistance
         is registered in the cognitive appropriation of the given that takes place in thought.
         There is already, intrinsically in thinking, an active exertion in relation to what
         is thought that makes thinking more than the mere registering of what is there independently
         of thought. Understanding what makes thinking critical, for Adorno, begins from this
         recognition that the germ of criticism is always there at the origin of thinking.
         The task, then, is not to add something to thinking to turn it into bona fide criticism,
         it is to re-actualize the critical distance that is always there as a condition of
         the exercise of thinking itself. This requires dismantling the repressive structure
         of identity thinking that subsequently attaches itself to thinking, flattening it
         out and coercively restricting it to the work of parceling out discrete givens under
         concepts. The critical power of thinking is in fact closely related to the moment
         of naivety, the desire to express how the world strikes one in experience (PT 83). It is only by drawing on that naivety that thought can express the surplus of
         meaning in relation to what exists, that is, the promise of transfiguration that is
         present in the object itself.[1]   In the Introduction to Dialectic lectures of 1958, Adorno suggests that the concept
         of intuition which, for Bergson and others of his generation, signaled a form of cognition
         in opposition to and incompatible with the discursive concept, actually denotes the
         reversal of reified concepts into “living knowledge.” The latter becomes possible,
         Adorno goes on to say, when “concepts are reflected through our experience as it is
         before it is predigested and before it is organized” (NS IV:2, 145). Finding a way back to this naivety and immediacy of experience—experience,
         that is, before it is assimilated by the regimented structure of discursive thinking,
         is then crucial for the very possibility of critical thought. 
      

      
      The critical force of philosophical thinking, Adorno believes, is dependent on its
         capacity to detect and to reanimate those experiential traces, still just barely audible
         in concepts, which derive from the life of concepts within non-regimented experience.
         It is the experience of suffering, discord and antagonism in human historical experience
         that powers the critical force of normative concepts. But, since the experience of
         suffering and injustice is not itself criticism, the latter depends on the way this
         experience is taken up and worked through in thinking. As that experience is taken
         up, and worked through, in thinking, it becomes infused with the full density of the
         sensitivities and responses of the thinker. This is where, on Adorno’s view, we will
         come across the essential character of thought as resistance. Its nascent form is
         the “why is that?,” the natural inquisitiveness and curiosity that is so characteristic
         of the language of children, which is a manifestation of the emerging critical consciousness
         that begins to discern the disjunction between the way things are and the way they
         might become, the gap between the actual and the possible. It is crucial to this that
         the thinker allow his or her wishes and desires to inform the thinking encounter with
         the object. From out of this incipient striving within thinking, its capacity to work
         upon what is thought with its own subjectivity, there emerges the tension between
         norm and reality that is so vital to the developed form of philosophical criticism.
         The gap between subject and object is itself a higher level reflection of this original
         exertion of the thinker in relation to the object, wherein thought stretches out the
         object between the poles of its present status and the burgeoning of possibility that
         is opened up by the thinker. This means that the task for philosophy is not to come
         up with a new theory that wipes away the distinction between subject and object, enfolding
         the two within a more encompassing theoretical unity. The task is rather to trace
         that division back into the historical experience in which it is forged. At this base
         level, the critical distance of developed thought is present in the form of the awareness
         of suffering. This is the true significance of Adorno’s statement in Negative Dialectic that “the smallest trace of senseless suffering in the world of experience gives the
         lie to the whole philosophy of identity, which would like to convince experience of
         its nullity” (ND 203). The “bodily moment” that announces to cognition that “suffering should not be,
         that things should be otherwise,” is the experiential germ of developed philosophical
         criticism. At the base of every critical thought, then, is the experience of suffering,
         an experience rooted in the responses and sensitivities of the sensuous-mimetic capacity.
         The sense that things might be otherwise, the awareness of the deficiencies of the
         present and the need for radical transformation, draws nourishment from this nascent,
         bodily exposure to the world and its potential for translating that exposure into
         sensuous reactions and responses. 
      

      
      Art and philosophy, Adorno believes, are both disfigured by the severance of material
         meaning and conceptuality. For Adorno, in fact, this is the tragic backstory to the
         fate of reason in modernity. The advent of secularization in modernity shattered the
         substantive reason that had previously been articulated in religion and metaphysics.
         In modernity, that substantive conception of reason had been dispersed into the autonomous
         value spheres of art, science, and morality, the loci of aesthetic reasoning, knowledge,
         and practical reasoning. This trisection of reason was not the harmless process of
         the internal distinguishing of different validity claims. Philosophy, art, and morality
         achieve autonomy through a process of repudiations and refusals that fatally weaken
         their capacity to engage critically and substantively with experience. Under the authority
         of science, knowledge regresses to an instrumental form of scientism more concerned
         with the manipulation of symbols than the cognitive penetration of experience. Meanwhile,
         art abdicates its capacity for critical insight, and regresses to the status of a
         consumer product, defined by its capacity to offer a quantity of pleasure. 
      

      
      In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Horkheimer and Adorno tell this story through an interpretation of reason’s own
         irrational origins. The pathologies of alienation, emptiness, and conformity that
         affect the broken forms of modern reason are held to stem from the role of irrationality
         and fear in forming our modern conception of reason in history. The dualization of
         nature as appearance and essence, and indeed the symbolic power of thinking itself,
         is traced by Horkheimer and Adorno to the “cry of terror” that originally fixes the
         transcendence of the unknown in relation to the known (DA 21/15). The original association
         of the unknown with the fearful sets up the urgent aspiration of reason to reduce
         nature and the entirety of human experience to the immanent contents of its own categories.
         This led to what Horkheimer and Adorno regard as the “pure immanence” of modern scientific
         reason, in which nature is admitted into the charmed realm of knowledge as long as
         it comes forward in the guise of brute material which can be manipulated for subjectively
         given ends. Modern scientific reason and art represent, for the authors of Dialectic of Enlightenment, two fragments of reason that cannot be integrated into a whole. 
      

      
      The autonomy of art and of modern scientific reason are each achieved by a distinctive
         type of suppression. It is the aesthetic element of reason, the capacity to liken
         itself to what it seeks to know, that is eliminated from scientific reason. In the
         case of art, it is the suppression of the capacity for conceptual knowing that establishes
         the fate of art in the current epoch, as the silent witness of suffering that cannot
         turn that witnessing into a compelling rational claim. Both philosophy and art, Adorno
         believes, are able to reach an awareness of the history of exclusions that mark their
         current configuration through their capacity for self-reflection. Adorno’s response
         to the disfigurement of modern reason involves a strong claim on behalf of the power
         of art and philosophy to resist that disfigurement through their capacity to reflect
         on how their own history has been marked by the suppression of their expressive and
         cognitive potential. The very last section of Negative Dialectic, “Self-reflection of the dialectic,” makes a case for this self-reflective turn in
         philosophical thinking. Dialectic, Adorno writes, “is the self-consciousness of the
         objective context of delusion, not by itself an escape from that context. To break
         out of it from the inside is objectively its goal” (ND 398). Adorno explains that philosophy is able to make this outbreak attempt by drawing
         on the ideological power of its opponent, the force of “mythic semblance, the coerced
         identity” that guarantees the equivalence of thought and thing within the circle of
         identity thinking. Negative dialectic “destroys the claim of identity by reverently
         putting it to the test.” Adorno is saying in this passage that the insight into reason’s
         disfigurement in its autonomy from the aesthetic is not a judgment brought from the
         outside, a judgment made somewhere beyond the distorted form of rational thought.
         Rather, it is a judgment that reason makes about itself; it is reason’s own awareness
         that its autonomy has rendered it incapable of satisfying the very claim to know that
         is embedded in the force of identity. The coerced identity of rational thinking is
         revealed as the trace of mythical semblance, not genuine comprehension. 
      

      
      I argued in the fifth chapter of this work that the disclosure of the untruth of reason’s
         autonomy can be seen as the guiding intention of Adorno’s interpretation of Kantian
         epistemology and Hegelian dialectic. Adorno uncovers in the language of Kant’s First
         Critique the forces and tendencies that form the experiential conditions of the work
         itself. This is the difference between the text’s own self-presentation and what is
         objectively expressed by its content (what Adorno also calls the “truth in the untruth”
         of the work itself). The recovery of the full, experiential significance of concepts
         thus appears as the awareness of the work about itself. In its dialectical presentation,
         philosophy becomes aware of itself as constituted through the suppression of its dependence
         on experiential conditions. This becomes clear through Adorno’s reading of the sacrificial
         logic of the court of reason, in which the security of guaranteed possession of its
         knowledge compensates the subject for giving up its “dogmatically enthusiastic lust
         for knowledge” (KrV 14/101). Reason, then, establishes its autonomy through the exclusion of a certain
         speculative desire for truth which endangers the security of possession. Adorno associates
         this speculative desire with what Kant called the “extravagances” (Ausschweifungen) that lead reason astray. Adorno interprets Kant’s references to Ausschweifungen as identifying an erotic excess in the understanding, which is domesticated by the
         authority of the court of reason. 
      

      
      In the case of art, its autonomy is constituted through the suppression of its discursive-rational
         capacity to communicate and articulate its own meaning. The artwork is able to rescue
         the possibility of type of sense-making that emerges in the arrangement of material
         elements, but the price it pays for this is its own muteness. The material logic of
         the artwork, Adorno argues, must constitute itself through the severe refusal of discursivity,
         and the resistance to socially available and officially sanctioned frames of meaning.
         As dialectical philosophy reminds rational thought of the suppression of its dependence
         on experience that lies behind its assertion of autonomy, so the artwork develops
         a critique of the available discursive forms of knowing by making itself resistant
         to the extraction of its sense from the material arrangement. This is why, for Adorno,
         the social-critical power of art is not concerned with the political or social content
         that is articulated by the work itself. Instead, it concerns the self-reflective experience
         undergone by the self in the course of contemplating the work, what Adorno conceives
         as the “co-performance” of the work by the spectator. Aesthetic experience allows
         the self to experience the violence of its own formation as the discursive subject.
         In refusing to offer up its meaning to interpretation, in steadfastly remaining riddles,
         artworks maintain solidarity with the lines of experiential conflict and tension that
         resist the imposition of a harmonious and unified meaning on the whole. 
      

      
      It is philosophy that rescues the truth content of artworks through its interpretation
         of the work’s resistance to discursive sense-making, but this does not mean that the
         philosophical concept is the truth of aesthetic experience. Rather, what philosophical
         criticism reveals is the distance between the prevailing idea of aesthetic experience,
         and the unavailable idea of an aesthetically informed rationality. It is the inaccessibility
         of the latter that makes criticism incapable of going beyond self-reflection. Similarly,
         in the dialectical presentation of the philosophical concept, it is the failure of
         the concept to establish its autonomy in relation to its material conditions that
         ignites philosophy’s self-reflection. Philosophy, like art, recognizes itself in this
         moment as a dependent fragment of a reconciled concept of reason that has become socially
         unavailable in late modernity. 
      

      
      Adorno’s negative dialectic seeks to respond to this problem by conceiving truth as
         a “legible constellation of beings” (ND 399). It brings the elements to a configuration, “in which the elements come together
         as a script.” In the case of the artwork, the appearance of unity and harmony is referred
         to as art’s semblance. The artwork stakes a claim to be the site at which meaning
         and materiality are reconciled, but this claim is revealed in philosophical criticism
         as semblance. Philosophy thus wrests the truth about social experience from the work
         in the act of destroying its semblance. The claim of the work to reconcile its elements
         must go under if the truth of the work is to be made apparent. The truth content of
         the artwork, which concerns historical experience, thus runs counter to the intentions
         of its creator. As I argued in chapter one of this work, Adorno makes a similar claim
         for the work of philosophical interpretation, a claim he first presents in his inaugural
         lecture at the University of Frankfurt, when he describes the constellation as simultaneously
         lighting up and dissolving the riddle form of a work of philosophy. As the truth is
         wrested from the artwork when it is dissolved through the work of philosophical interpretation,
         so the truth content of the philosophical work is rescued in the process by which
         the text itself is consumed. The constellation, in this respect akin to the muteness
         that afflicts truth in the artwork, is something concepts can point to, an arc of
         historical meaning that can be traced, but which cannot be captured and pinned down
         by the concept as a fixed content. The “inside” of things, what the concept wants
         to express, can therefore only be found in the image formed by the composition; it
         is not accessible within the discursive progression of concepts itself. 
      

      
      Adorno’s deeply modernist reading of philosophy and art represents a powerful and
         compelling account of the redemptive powers of these practices in a world where administered
         experience continually short-circuits the possibility of critical insight. I made
         the case in the introduction of this work that capitalism and popular culture collude
         in flattening experience so that it is comprised of discrete, fungible units that
         provide measurable units of pleasure or value. Adorno’s modernist philosophy thus
         represents a response to this decay of the possibility of critical experience. But
         there is a question that raises itself here: why does Adorno stress exclusively the
         critical powers of art and philosophy, and downplays other avenues of social transformation,
         like democratic politics? Why are art and philosophy expected to carry the entire
         burden of resistance to the regimented experience of late modern life? Adorno’s focus
         on art and philosophy is of course not contingent or accidental. Art and philosophy
         each represent one side of the split between materiality and conceptual form, and
         this division, in turn, is traced in Dialectic of Enlightenment and other writings to the fundamental historical antagonism between reason and nature.
         This is evident, for example, in the account of anti-Semitism in Dialectic of Enlightenment which, as Rabinbach has argued, rejects accounts of anti-Semitism that focus on economic,
         social or religious motivations, and instead traces it back to a “biological Urgeschichte (primal history).”[2]   As if in flight from time-bound Marxist of psychoanalytic theories of anti-Semitism,
         Rabinbach argues, Horkheimer and Adorno embraced “a theory of the origins of anti-Semitism
         in a timeless reaction to the terror of the overpowering force of nature.” 
      

      
      It is the tendency to see this primal-historical antagonism between reason and nature
         at work in all local conflicts that lies behind Adorno’s stress on art and philosophy
         as the crucial loci where intellectual reflection could see through the context of
         delusion. While this certainly imbued Adorno’s work with a remarkable continuity and
         coherence across disparate regions of thought and scholarship, it also harmed Adorno’s
         capacity to identify and differentiate the divergent economic, social, cultural, and
         psychological processes that drive the motor of social change. It was Adorno’s tendency
         to see all conflict as a manifestation of the primal-historical conflict of reason
         and nature that was at the root of Adorno and Horkheimer’s break with Erich Fromm
         in the late 1930s. Martin Jay notes Fromm’s later recollection that his departure
         from the Institute turned on Adorno and Horkheimer’s discovery of a more “revolutionary”
         Freud, which proved to be incompatible with the psychosocial perspective being developed
         by Fromm.[3]   In fact, the more “revolutionary” Freud, according to Horkheimer and Adorno, consisted
         of the biologically rooted instinct theory that Fromm and other neo-Freudians like
         Karen Horney were rapidly moving away from. By emphasizing the focus on biological
         instincts, writes Lawrence Friedman, Adorno “insisted that man was inherently asocial
         and antagonistic to the society around him.”[4]   Adorno’s insistence that resistance to society must be rooted in inherently asocial
         instincts unfortunately made it impossible for him to appreciate the radical nature
         of Fromm’s attempt to explain social conformity and the lack of social and political
         resistance through a unique psychosocial synthesis of Marx and Freud.
      

      
      The notion that resistance to society was inevitably another species of conformity
         unless it was rooted in the instinctual basis reflected Adorno’s tendency to trace
         all social antagonisms back to the antagonism of reason and nature. But it also rendered
         all but invisible to Adorno the different contributions to social pathology of economic
         processes, social and cultural processes, and psychological processes. The price Adorno’s
         corpus paid for its remarkable theoretical coherence was to render itself practically
         irrelevant for the task of understanding the shifting play of forces in capitalist
         society. The kind of interdisciplinary study of the specific play of forces blocking
         social transformation, which had been the original remit of the Institute for Social
         Research since its founding, became not just practically difficult in changed social
         circumstances, but also theoretically impossible give the interpretive scheme that
         rendered all pathological developments in capitalist society as downstream developments
         of the primal-historical antagonism of reason and nature. The actual, theoretically
         informed analysis of capitalist society was supplanted by the interpretive task that
         sought to unearth the traces left by the primal-historical conflict in the philosophy,
         literature, music, and other artworks that achieve cultural prominence. 
      

      
      In spite of these very significant limitations, Adorno was able to articulate uniquely
         penetrating insights into the nature of the philosophical and aesthetic problems arising
         in late modernity. Adorno’s version of philosophical modernism, as I have argued in
         this work, represents a compelling intellectual response to the withered experience
         of late modern society. Adorno realized that modernist literature was part of an attempt
         to “break out” of the flat and regimented forms of experience in modern, bureaucratic,
         and heavily corporatized societies. Although a consequence of that focus was a certain
         blindness to the distinctive social mechanics of domination and alienation in capitalist
         society, it is plausible to argue that Adorno’s work helped to preserve the spirit
         of social transformation in an age when its social possibility was definitively blocked.
         
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Philosophy, Adorno writes, “does not consist simply in the correspondence between
                  the thought and language on the one side, and the object on the other, but rather
                  it only ever has, or grasps its object only by overshooting it, in that it is more
                  than the object” (PT 68).
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