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“The Lab’s Quarterly” è una rivista scientifica, fondata nel 1999 e 

riconosciuta dall’ANVUR per l’Area 14 - Scienze politiche e Sociali, 

il cui fine è contribuire all’indagine teorica ed empirica e costruire 

reti di conoscenza nella comunità degli studiosi e con il più vasto 

pubblico degli interessati. I campi di studio riguardano le riflessioni 

epistemologiche sullo statuto conoscitivo delle scienze sociali, le 

procedure logiche comuni a ogni forma di sapere e quelle specifiche 

del sapere scientifico, le tecniche di rilevazione e di analisi dei dati, 

l’indagine sulle condizioni di genesi e di utilizzo della conoscenza e 

le teorie sociologiche sulle formazioni sociali contemporanee, 

approfondendo la riproduzione materiale e simbolica del mondo della 

vita: lo studio degli individui, dei gruppi sociali, delle tradizioni 

culturali, dei processi economici e fenomeni politici. Un contributo 

significativo è offerto dagli studenti e dai dottori di ricerca, le cui 

tesi costituiscono un materiale prezioso che restituiamo alla 

conoscenza delle comunità scientifiche, affinché non vadano perdute. 
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ADORNO’S NEGATIVE DIALECTICS AS A PHILOSOPHY 

OF REAL POSSIBILITY 
 

di Giovanni Zanotti* 

 

 
 

Abstract 

 

This article examines some aspects of Adorno’s materialist dialectic, by 
focussing especially on his Hegel: Three Studies. While Adorno’s 
philosophy is commonly read – both by Habermasian critics and more 
sympathetic readers – as a “critique of instrumental reason” aiming at a 
mere refutation of Hegel’s subject-object identity thesis, it is suggested 
here that this thesis plays a crucial role in Adorno as a dialectical moment. 
First Adorno’s view of the objective essence of dialectics is outlined, 
implying that materialist elements are already present in Hegel himself. 
The trascendent possibility of utopia must be conceived, therefore, as a 
“real possibility”, grounded in the structure of immanent experience. Then 
the question is posed of what, according to Adorno, is actually false in 
Hegel. Through a survey on some core concepts of negative dialectics – 
the ontological proof of God’s existence, the object’s preponderance, the 
contingency of antagonism, the historical genesis of the Freudian ego – it 
is shown that Adorno’s critique to Hegel is directed at the idealist 
ontologization of labor, and therefore, of subject – itself a form of labor. 
Finally, a possible pratical outcome of negative dialectics is briefly hinted 
at, consisting in the overcoming of labor through labor, i.e., in a 
conception of the abolition of the commodity form that is dialectical, 
negative, and based on the acceptance of the rule of law.  
 

Keywords 

 
Negative dialectics, philosophical materialism, Freudian metapsychology, 
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The great difficulty here is not to represent the matter as if there were something one 

couldn’t do. 

(L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations) 
 

The relevance of classical German philosophy in general, and of Hegel 

in particular, for Adorno’s thought has been increasingly recognized in 

recent years, both in the English – and in the German – speaking 

scholarly world1. The aim of this paper is to offer a contribution in the 

same direction. I will show, on the one side, that despite Adorno’s 

ultimate criticism of the “identity thesis”, the weight of this thesis as a 

dialectical moment in his philosophy is much greater than it is 

commonly accepted. I will focus especially on his extraordinarily 

significant Hegel: Three Studies. On the other side, I will suggest that, 

in this new perspective, Adorno’s critique of Hegel’s idealism can itself 

appear in a different and more appropriate way. What follows is but a 

schematic, panoramic attempt to provide a theoretical reconstruction of 

some essential lines in negative dialectics, that should serve as a basis 

for further developments. 

 

1. A HISTORICAL PREMISE 

 

I will start with some well-known quotes from the author who is still – 

by far – the most influential reader of Adorno: 
 

Negative dialectics is […] to be understood only as an exercise, a drill. […] 

A philosophy that withdraws behind the lines of discursive thought to the 

‘mindfulness of nature’ pays for the wakening powers of its exercises by 

renouncing the goal of theoretical knowledge (Habermas 1981; tr. en. 1984, 

478).  

  

The suspicion of ideology becomes total […]. It is turned not only against 

the irrational function of bourgeois ideals, but against the rational potential 

of bourgeois culture itself (Habermas 1986; tr. en. 1990, 119).  

 

1 Among many other contributions, see in particular the rediscovery of Adorno’s 

epistemology in O’ Connor (2004), and, in the same line, Sherratt (2007) and Bowie (2013). 

More recently, Sommer (2016) extended the epistemological analysis to the dimension of 
philosophy of history. Nuzzo (2008) provides very notable insights from a Hegelian 

perspective. For a comprehensive and constantly updated list of literature on Adorno, see the 

online bibliography that is published by the Adorno-Forschungsstelle at the University of 
Oldenburg: https://www.uni-oldenburg.de/fileadmin/user_upload/philosophie/download/For-

schung/Internationale_Adorno-Bibliographie_Stand_April_2012.pdf 
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Negative dialectics and aesthetic theory can now only ‘powerlessly refer to 

one another (Habermas 1981; tr. en. 1984, 477)2.  

 

These statements outline a familiar landscape. They do not merely 

express an interpretation (albeit an authoritative one) but gather within 

themselves a fragment of history in the most literal sense. In his Hegel: 

Three Studies, Adorno takes up Benjamin’s idea of “posthumous 

maturity” [Nachreife], claiming that: «Even ideas that were at one time 

firmly established have a history of their truth and not a mere survival; 

they do not remain inherently indifferent to what befalls them» (Adorno 

1963; tr. en. 1993, 55)3. If, fifty years after the publication of Negative 

Dialectics, one asks what Adorno’s thought has become, the situation is 

singular. It quickly disappeared from the philosophical scene, cut in the 

bud by those who seemed its rightful heirs and who ultimately identified 

it as a sort of predecessor of the “post-modernist” style of thought. Then 

precisely this style of thought triumphed in much of the philosophical 

world. I will not discuss the merits of Habermas’s interpretation of 

Adorno here; while I judge it mistaken, I also think that a refutal 

adequate to its greatness remains to be written. I would like to make 

only two brief observations. First, the image of Adorno that emerges 

from Habermas’s description is widely shared, even by Adorno’s 

followers. The elements that Habermas criticises are indeed the same 

that many Adornians embrace and vindicate: the primacy of aesthetics; 

the insistence on the dimension – aestheticizing indeed, i.e., romantic – of 

the fragment, of paradox, play, irony, and “performative contradiction” 

(Habermas 1986; tr. en. 1990, 119); the plea for particularity and 

plurality; the mistrust of scientific reason and, more generally, of the 

“rational potential” of “bourgeois ideals”; the retreat, surrender, and 

voluntary choice of “powerlessness” as a refusal to compromise with 

power – the sublimated power of the concept and the material power of 

the state4. Today, these ideas have become cliché. If they ever had a 

critical force, that force faded with their universal diffusion. There is no 

doubt that Adorno himself often emphasises precisely these aspects of 

his philosophy; but it is also Adorno who reminds his readers in the last 

2 Translation modified. 
3 Translation modified. See Benjamin (1923; tr. en. 2002), 254. 
4 Another famous formulation of Habermas’s critique is his claim that Horkheimer 

and Adorno would «eschew theory and practice determinate negation on an ad hoc 

basis» (Habermas 1986; tr. en. 1990, 128). As a mere aside, it should be noted that this 
objection sounds curious, for it belongs to the definition of determinate negation that it 

is always ad hoc, i.e., content-specific. 
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of the Three Studies (Skoteinos, or How to Read Hegel) that «in the 

afterlife of philosophical works, the unfolding of their substance, what 

the works express is gradually extricated from what in them was merely 

thought» (Adorno 1963; tr. en.  1993, 138). Some of the interpretive 

layers that have obscured Adorno’s thought for a long time, wrapping it 

like a shroud, might finally be ready to fall5. 

Their fall may well pave the way for surprising new insights. In fact 

– this is my second point – the same philosopher who in The 

Philosophical Discourse of Modernity reproaches his mentor for leaving 

no “ways out” (Habermas 1986; tr. en. 1990, 128) also casually 

declares: «As far as I myself am concerned, I have abandoned the 

emphatic philosophical pretension of truth» (Habermas, 1985, 207)6. 

Read carefully, Habermas’s entire corpus reveals – at least as one of its 

moments – a deep sense of resignation. The mood of the self-declared 

“post-metaphysical thinking” sometimes reminds of the affect that 

Adorno had identified in Lukács (not by chance, the other great 

“progressive” critic of Nietzsche) as that «of a person who rattles his 

chains hopelessly, imagining that their clanking is the march of the 

Weltgeist» (Adorno 1961; tr. en. 1991, 239). What if the accusation of 

pessimism is actually a projection? If this were the case then, given the 

dynamics of repression, we should expect a reversal. Freed from its 

“dark” crust, Adorno’s thought may turn out to be not only different, but 

exactly the opposite.  

If the time is finally ripe for re-reading Adorno with fresh eyes, the 

very possibility of doing so is historically determined. Recent historical 

events have shaken the apparent certainty of widely shared principles 

both within the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, and more 

generally in the entire philosophical debate of the last fifty years. I 

would like to suggest here, as a mere preliminary hypothesis, that the 

two main factions of critical philosophy after Adorno’s death (and this 

means just as much: after 1968) are actually two sides of the same coin, 

and for a specific material reason. I refer, on the one hand, to the 

developments of critical theory after the “communicative turn” and, on 

the other, to the variegated philosophical constellation that is commonly 

referred to as “French theory”, and that perhaps should be better 

5 For a convincing assessment of how negative dialectics looks like from the 

retrospective point of view of post-modernist intellectual hegemony, see Petrucciani 

(2004). 
6 «Ich habe, jedenfalls für mich selber, den emphatischen philosophischen 

Wahrheitsanspruch verabschiedet». Translation mine. 
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labelled as “French ideology”7. Both, in fact, are based on a concrete 

foundation that is becoming visible only today, at the time of its 

collapse: the European welfare state. The former have openly theorised 

it, while the latter have carved a home, so to speak, in its interstices8. If 

we inquire into the underlying presupposition behind the social 

democratic ideal and the form of philosophical reflection proper to it, 

then, in the spirit of Adorno’s Sociological Writings, we can answer that 

it is none other than the idealistic presupposition of continuity between 

consciousness and world; that is, between subject and society9. In this 

context, the counter concept that spoils the party is that of a social 

objectivity constituted by the dynamic laws of capital, structured as a 

system produced and reproduced by human beings, and susceptible of 

being changed and revoked by human beings, but simultaneously 

estranged and independent from the (single or aggregate) will of 

individuals, and destined sooner or later to nullify their best subjective 

intentions10. The need to repress this objectivity is philosophically 

projected onto the need to repress objectivity as such. This is why the 

explicit scepticism of most recent versions of constructivism finds its 

counterpart in the implicit, thinly disguised scepticism that resolves 

objectivity into “intersubjective agreement.” Against the very concept of 

“communication,” Adorno already retorts in the opening pages of 

Negative Dialectics that “[t]ruth is objective, not plausible” (Adorno 

1966; tr. en. 2004, 41). The term “ideology” in its rigorous Marxian 

sense is quite appropriate here. Indeed, the suppression of objectivity is 

also a prohibition on experience, and is therefore authoritarian. The laws 

of “second nature” have then made this outcome fully evident, as the 

economic crisis has shattered the wide agreement that prevailed until 

recently on what was considered progressive. Responsibility in the face 

of the risk of a new fall into barbarism has, then, also a theoretical 

moment; it calls for philosophy’s reflection on its own shortcomings. 

 

2. PATHOS OF OBJECTIVITY 

 

As is often the case in transitional phases, this means to turn to Hegel, 

for Hegel’s main question – for Adorno at least – is the question of 

objectivity: of how consciousness can reach the thing itself without 

7 The phrase is used in this specifically Marxian sense in Arantes (1990). 
8 I owe this insight to Manfred Posani. 
9 See especially Adorno (1955; tr. en. 1967). 
10 See Reichelt (2008) 
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sacrificing reflection on its own mediations, on its own finitude. In one 

of the essays included in Catchwords, Adorno invokes “the freedom to 

attain a knowledge that is not already implicit”: «Philosophical thinking 

begins as soon as it ceases to content itself with cognitions that are 

predictable and from which nothing more emerges than what had been 

placed there beforehand» (Adorno 1969; tr. en. 1998, 128). All of 

Adorno’s thought is permeated by the opposition between “tautological 

repetition” of the subject and “the new,” where the latter refers to the 

material, “thingly” element, the object that is in-itself and speaks for 

itself, which partakes of consciousness but is not reducible to it11. 

“Leibhaftig”, “auswendig”, “rauschen”, “spiritueller Leib”, “das volle 

Leben noch einmal”: in the grandiose ending of the first of the Three 

Studies (Aspects of Hegel’s Philosophy), Adorno’s style becomes 

paroxysmal and his terminology proliferates as he attempts to 

circumscribe this fundamental idea of the object “in the flesh” (Adorno 

1963; tr. en. 1993, 50-51). This key concept is attributed to Hegel, who 

– in Adorno’s view – achieved sublimation like no other philosopher 

before him. In Adorno the term “sublimation” retains its Freudian 

meaning as the spiritualisation of the material impulse, but it refers also 

to the opposite movement: the complete alienation of consciousness in 

the object, the self-divestiture of spirit into body: «Hegel’s demeanor, 

full of suffering, his countenance ravaged by thought, the face of one 

who has literally consumed himself until he is no more than ashes, bear 

witness to this self-divestiture» (Ivi, 49-50). Once again, this pathos of 

objectivity echoes Benjamin: it is Benjamin who insisted that subjective 

intention transcends itself from within, not in spite of, but by virtue of its 

most stringent efforts, until “extinguishing itself” into the “intention-

less” thing (the verb erlöschen, which Adorno uses repeatedly in his 

Three Studies, recalls Benjamin’s essay on translation12).  

Adorno’s own contribution consists in understanding that this 

movement was already contained in the Hegelian dialectic. For, Adorno 

claims, Hegel’s philosophy already made room both for the self-

reflection of consciousness inherited from Kantian critique, and for «the 

dream of the truth of the matter itself» (Ivi, 70). In the lectures now 

published as An Introduction to Dialectics, Adorno expresses the same 

idea by praising Hegel for knowing how to “square the circle”, i.e., how 

simultaneously to do justice to the moment of truth in rationalism as 

much as to the moment of truth in irrationalism (Adorno 2010, 59 ff.). 

11 See O’ Connor (2004), chs. 2-3. 
12 See Adorno (1963; tr. en. 1993, 7, 50, 138); Benjamin (1923; tr. en. 2002, 261). 
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Adorno himself moves between these two poles throughout the Three 

Studies. One could almost say that the most distinctive gesture in his 

philosophy in general is precisely the fact that he consistently holds fast 

to both moments, defending them in their own right, and never 

relinquishing one for the sake of the other. It is interesting to note that 

one of the favourite words of post-Adornian critical theory – 

“paradoxical” – only rarely appears in Adorno. The reason is clear: the 

concept of paradox, which comes from existentialism, is contradiction 

without dialectics; or, as Adorno writes in the second of the Three 

Studies (The Experiential Content of Hegel’s Philosophy), dialectics is 

mastered, “elaborated” paradox (Adorno 1963; tr. en. 1993, 70). The 

interpretation that claims to refute negative dialectics exhibits the 

conspicuous absence of none other than dialectics itself. Habermas does 

not even ask himself how it is possible that the philosopher of identity 

par excellence was turned by Adorno into the champion of non-identity. 

Yet Adorno’s Three Studies open precisely with the surprising 

historiographical thesis that Hegel the idealist is simultaneously the first 

materialist and, in a sense, also the last one, at least among philosophers 

in the strict sense of the term. Adorno’s aim is not simply to vindicate 

Hegel's actuality, but his novelty: the surplus of dialectics over the 

various forms of thought that have come after it. The explicit aim of the 

Three Studies is «to translate into something as close to contemporary 

experience as possible what Hegel essentially understood, what he saw 

about the world» (Ivi, 54). If we ask, then, what Adorno saw in Hegel, I 

think the best answer is in one of the most beautiful passages of the 

Three Studies. The philosopher that Rahel Jaeggi identifies with a 

«mood of gloom and despair [düster-ausweglose Stimmung]» (Jaeggi 

2005, 118) is the same that writes the following: 

 
Philosophy refuses to be intimidated, to renounce the hope of coming to 

know that whole of reality and its contents to which the institution of science 

and scholarship bars access in the name of valid, water-tight findings. Hegel 

sensed the regressive and tyrannical moment in Kant's modesty and opposed 

the famous saying with which Kant's Enlightenment endeared itself to 

obscurantism: ‘I have therefore found it necessary to deny knowledge, in 

order to make room for faith. The dogmatism of metaphysics, that is, the 

preconception that it is possible to make headway in metaphysics without a 

previous criticism of pure reason, is the source of all that unbelief, always 

very dogmatic, which wars against morality.’ Hegel's antithesis to this reads, 

‘The sealed essence of the universe has no power that could withstand the 

spirit of knowledge; it is compelled to open itself to it and lay out its riches and 

its depths and offer them for its enjoyment.’ In formulations like this, the 

Baconian pathos of the early bourgeois period is extended to become that of a 
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mature humankind: we may yet succeed [daβ es doch noch gelinge]. Seen 

against the resignation of the current era, this impulse establishes Hegel's true 

contemporary relevance (Adorno 1963; tr. en. 1993, 67-68).  

 

The strength that emanates from this passage would make any 

“philosopher of affirmation” turn pale. It is indeed the force of 

determinate negation, which the “gloomy and desperate philosopher” 

described as «the remarkable freedom, […] the almost playful 

superiority that is contained in dialectical thought» (Adorno 2010, 

102)13. In no other text does Adorno puts his cards on the table as in the 

Three Studies. In no other text does he abandon himself with such 

fervor to the “pathos of a mature humankind” against “the resignation of 

the present” – nowhere else is he, in short, so in line with the 

Enlightenment. In the remainer of this paper I will use this text as a key 

to unlock an alternative reading of Adorno’s thought. After considering 

the Three Studies, focussing especially on the first two, I will turn to a 

broader look on negative dialectics as a whole. I cannot here expound a 

full interpretation, but will rather highlight certain essential aspects, 

albeit in a general and fragmentary way.  

 

3. THE MATERIALIST HEGEL 

  

The first and second studies are synoptic, so to speak. Both open with 

a majestic defence of Hegel against the prejudice, and in both cases 

this tonality remains almost to the end, making room only in the final 

pages for a critical turn: despite everything, Hegel is false. The 

argument follows the same structure in both texts: the strength of 

Hegel’s thought is in what is “scandalous”, not “plausible” about it 

(1963; tr. en. 1993, 83), in the construction of the subject-object and 

not in a presumed “sense of reality” (the polemic reference is to 

Nicolai Hartmann). In sum, Hegel’s thought is true not in spite, but in 

virtue, of its speculative moment. What was said above should then be 

amended: it is not only the case that Hegel is both an idealist and a 

materialist, but that his idealism turns of itself into materialism, and 

renders materialism possible. This is the true originality of Adorno’s 

reading of Hegel compared to the interpretation of other Marxist 

thinkers, even those most sympathetic to Hegel. Adorno does not 

advocate a rescue of the “dialectical method”, separated from the 

13 «[Die] merkwürdig[e] Freiheit, [die] fast spielerisch[e] Überlegenheit, die in dem 

dialektischen Denken nun einmal enthalten ist». Translation mine. 
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“system of idealism” and put back “on its own feet”, but rather a 

dialectic internal to idealism itself. And this dialectic is eloquently 

expressed in what follows the last passage I quoted: «The extreme of 

idealism … has its materialist implications. […] The farther Hegel takes 

idealism, even epistemologically, the closer he comes to social 

materialism; the more he insists, against Kant, on comprehending his 

subject matter from the inside out» (Ivi, 68). The “obscurantist” residue 

in Kant consists for Adorno precisely in the prohibition against this 

knowledge of the object “from within”, the irrational prohibition 

against “touching” the thing. In other words, the distinction of essence 

and appearance is a condition for the possibility of critique, while the 

position of identity is a condition for the possibility of knowing an 

essence beyond the phenomena. In the movement of contradiction, the 

thing “in the flesh” continually breaks the linear – as it were autistic – 

course of subjective deduction, but it can do so precisely because the 

object is in some sense also spirit. The object has a fundamental 

affinity with the subject; its own life is one with what Hegel calls 

“self-certainty”, and it is only because of this affinity that the object 

can speak for itself instead of being reduced to raw material or a 

projection of the subject: «Once the object has become subject in the 

absolute, the object is no longer inferior vis-à-vis the subject. At its 

extreme, identity becomes the agent of the nonidentical» (Ivi, 69). 

At this point, however, the most classical and naive (but nonetheless 

ineluctable) question arises: what, exactly, is then false in Hegel? As is 

well known, Adorno refutes the identity thesis. But how is this refusal to 

be interpreted in light of the above considerations? A general point must 

be noted first. The traditional criticisms of Hegel, including the “Leftist” 

ones, usually suffer from a peculiar and easily rebutted weakness: they 

tend to miss Hegel because they exchange him for Fichte (or Gentile). 

The most frequent accusations – of subjectivism, panlogism, logo-

centrism, the spirit that begets the world, etc. – confuse the final outcome 

of the Hegelian construction (Absolute Knowing or the Idea) with the 

initial position of abstract subjectivity, of the isolated, “purely 

subjective” one, which is supposed to be eventually sublated precisely by 

that construction. Now, in Adorno something rather odd takes place. If on 

the one hand his entire argumentation aims at refuting these clichés, still 

at the point of reckoning with Hegel there is a sudden drop in the 

theoretical voltage of the text. Adorno’s formulations – for instance his 

famous claim that «[t]he Hegelian subject-object is subject» (Ivi, 13) – 

become vague and elusive, and seem to realign themselves with the 

position of the Left Hegelians, as if Hegel were victorious yet again.  
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The same problem can be formulated in a different way. In Aspects, 

Adorno mentions a concept that will later be at the core of Negative 

Dialectics – the concept of the Kantian “block” (the scission between 

subject and object) – and deploys it to identify the genuinely “un-

Kantian” element in Hegel’s thought: «in grasping, conceptually, the 

block, the limit that is set to subjectivity, in understanding subjectivity 

as ‘mere’ subjectivity, we have already passed beyond that limit» (Ivi, 

6). As soon as a limit is recognised as such, it becomes surmountable by 

virtue of that very recognition: precisely this idea is Hegel’s point in the 

passage about the “sealed essence of the universe” from the 

Encyclopaedia. For Adorno, this means that the most intimate “ex-

periential content” of Hegel’s thought, its real historical core, is the 

liberation of the bourgeois self from feudal constraints, which come to 

be recognised as irrational – i.e., the liberation of labor. If the refutation 

of Hegel is to succeed, it must use Hegel’s own weapons; it must show 

that the Hegelian longing for objectivity is not too reckless, but not 

reckless enough, that there remains in Hegel a “block”, a superego, a 

residual ban. The question then becomes: where is the limit in Hegel? 

I will disclose the answer in advance: While there is a liberation of 

labor in Hegel, there is no room for a liberation from labor. I maintain 

that it is possible to find this answer in Adorno, but that a longer 

journey, so to speak, is required to reach it and flesh it out. In what 

follows, I will provide a general outline in this direction. 

 

4. “THE CENTRE OF PHILOSOPHICAL REFLECTION” 

 

There is a passage in Aspects that is symmetrical to the one quoted 

above from Experiential Content. The argument is the same: 

 
The rigor of Hegel’s attempt to rescue the ontological proof of God in 
opposition to Kant may be questioned. But what impelled him to it was not a 
desire to eclipse reason but on the contrary the utopian hope that the block, 
the ‘limits of the possibility of experience’ might not be final; that success 
might be achieved anyway [dass es doch gelinge], as in the concluding 
scene of Faust: that spirit, in all its weakness, limitations, and negativity, 
resembles truth and is therefore suited for knowledge of truth. If at one time 
the arrogance of the Hegelian doctrine of absolute spirit was rightly 
emphasized, today, when idealism is defamed by everyone and most of all 
by the secret idealists, a wholesome corrective becomes apparent in the 
notion of spirit's absoluteness. It passes judgment on the paralyzing 
resignation in contemporary consciousness, which, out of its own weakness, 
is ever ready to support the degradation done to it by the superior force of 
blind existence (Adorno 1963; tr. en. 1993, 41-42).  
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As in the previous passage, the verb gelingen [succeed] returns, and the 

syntax is the same. The pathos of Hegel’s philosophy, Adorno claims, is 

the hope daβ es gelinge: literally, that “it” succeed. The impersonal 

construction is noteworthy. That what succeed? The subject is not 

specified. The construction is so to speak intransitive: the simple idea of 

succeeding. The only specification we get is that, if it is to be a success at 

all, it must be absolute – indeed, like the final scene in Faust, where the 

instant can be called on to stop because it is an instant of pure beauty, no 

longer traversed by any negativity. It would seem that Adorno reaches 

here the apex of abstract utopianism: transcendence is so distant that, in 

talking about it, we do not even know what we speak of. And it is this 

very problem that the issue mentioned at the beginning of the quoted 

passage also alludes to: the ontological proof of God’s existence.  

This issue recurs in the late Adorno with ever increasing insistence. 

In his lectures on philosophical terminology, Adorno says of the 

ontological proof: «it appears to me more and more as the centre of 

philosophical reflection» (1973, 97-98)14. Toward the end of Negative 

Dialectics, Adorno declares that Hegel’s attempt to vindicate the 

ontological proof after Kant’s refutation was “in vain” (1966; tr. en. 

2004, 402). In fact, from Anselm onwards, the ontological proof passes 

directly from the thought of the absolute to its existence and thus 

presupposes identity, i.e. the reduction of transcendence to logical 

immanence. And yet, some pages before, in a section entitled “Rescuing 

urge and block”, Adorno says of Kant that «[t]he secret of his 

philosophy is the unthinkability of despair. [...] His philosophy – as 

probably every other, by the way – circles about the ontological 

argument for God’s existence» (Ivi, 385). “As probably every other”: 

also, then, negative dialectics. In Notes to Literature, at the end of his 

“Short Commentaries on Proust”, Adorno cites a passage from the 

Recherche on the poet Bergotte’s death. Proust writes: «The idea that 

Bergotte was not permanently dead is not entirely implausible»15. 

Adorno remarks (in an argument later revisited in the section of 

Negative Dialectics about the “rescuing urge”) that the experience 

motivating this reflection «is comparable to the experience of great 

works of art: the sense that their substance could not possibly not be 

true, that their success and their authenticity themselves point to the 

14 «… eine Frage, die mir selber, je mehr ich nachdenke, überhaupt als Zentrum der 

philosophischen Besinnung erscheint: das Problem des sogenannten ontologischen 
Gottesbeweises». Translation mine. 

15 Translation modified. 
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reality of what they vouch for» (1961; tr. en. 1991, 183). “Success” here 

is Gelingen. Adorno goes on: «the role of art in Proust's work, his trust in 

the objective force of its success [Gelingen]» recalls «that thought, that 

last, pale, secularized, and nevertheless inextinguishable shadow of the 

ontological proof of God» (ibid.). 

Adorno never claims that the ontological proof is true, quite the 

contrary. It would seem, however, that in his view a “rational kernel” 

(as Marx would put it) can be saved from it. The problem can be 

formulated as follows: Given that for Adorno, in contrast to Hegel, the 

Absolute is not given but rather transferred into future experience as 

pure possibility (daβ es gelinge), then the question of the ontological 

proof becomes the question of a bridge from the present to utopia, the 

question of the reality of possibility – in a sense different from the 

Hegelian concept of “real possibility,” which Adorno criticises. 

Whereas for Hegel – and for Lukács – «only something that has become 

real is actually possible» (1963; tr. en. 1993, 83), the challenge for 

Adorno is to hold onto the concept of possibility as possibility, while, 

on the other side, giving it a basis in real existence: to save Kant and 

Hegel at the same time. In hindsight, this is the very issue at stake in 

Habermas’s objections to Adorno: critique would “undermine its own 

foundations” just because, by becoming “total”, it would no longer have 

a normative criterion given in present experience. Adorno’s idea seems 

to be that there are experiences in which the object – i.e. nature or the 

“in-itself” – is actually reached, in which it is present “in the flesh”: 

aesthetic experiences like those in Proust, but not only, for Adorno’s 

discussion of sublimation in Aspects suggests that even conceptual 

thought – at least in Hegel – has been able to achieve such experiences. 

In agreement with Hegel, Adorno holds that these experiences are not 

mere phenomena. Against him, however, he holds that they do not yet 

constitute the Absolute, the “possibility” that has never been fulfilled 

thus far. The moments in which the subject touches the thing itself are 

and at the same time are not the “success”. How is this possible? 

 

5. OBJECT’S PREPONDERANCE AND CONTINGENT ANTAGONISM16 

 

As is often the case in Adorno, the answer lies with Marx. Toward the 

end of the 1920’s, David Ryazanov – then director of the Marx-Engels 

16 The points discussed in this paragraph were developed in more detail, 

respectively, in Zanotti (2015) and Zanotti (2016). 
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Institute in Moscow and editor of the Marx-Engels Gesamtausgabe 

before his eventual purge at Stalin’s hands – sent a package of 

unpublished works authored by Marx to the Frankfurt Institute for 

Social Research. They were the Economic-philosophical Manuscripts of 

1944. They were published a few years later and immediately reviewed 

by Marcuse in a famous essay.17 Next to the well-known pages on 

estranged labor we find, in the third part of the manuscript dedicated to 

the critique of Hegel, the outline of a theory at least as important, 

formulated by Marx under the influence of Feuerbach and later taken 

up, among others, by the late Merleau-Ponty: the theory of objective 

being (gegenständliches Wesen). In essence, it maintains that a subject, 

in order to be subject – that is, in order to be such that it can have an 

object – must itself be object, must itself belong to objectivity: 

 
An objective being acts objectively, and he would not act objectively if the 

objective did not reside in the very nature of his being. He creates or 

establishes objects because he is established by objects – because at bottom he 

is nature. […] As soon as I have an object, this object has me for an object. But 

a non-objective being is an unreal, nonsensical thing […]. To be sensuous is to 

be an object of sense, to be a sensuous object, and thus to have sensuous 

objects outside oneself – objects of one’s sensuousness (Marx 1844; tr. en. 

1970, 181-82).  

 

It is likely that Adorno, who was not even thirty years old yet, was one 

of the first individuals ever to read these words. Forty years later, in one 

of the densest passages of Negative Dialectics, the central thesis of the 

entire book – the “object’s preponderance” – is illustrated with 

statements such as:  

 
Every statement to the effect that subjectivity ‘is’, no matter what or how, 

includes an objectivity […] Only because the subject in turn is indirect 

[vermittelt] – because it is not the radical otherness from the object – is it 

capable of grasping objectivity at all (1966; tr. en. 2004, 185)18.  

 

He to whom something is given belongs a priori to the same sphere as the 

given thing (Ivi, 196). 

 

Only if the I on its part is also not-I does it react to the not-I. Only then does it 

“do” something, even if the doing is itself thinking (Ivi, 201)19.  

17 See Buck-Morss (1977), 31; 215 n. 
18 Translation modified. 
19 Translation modified. 
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Genetically, the consciousness that has achieved independence, the epitome of 

what is done in cognitive performance, has branched off from the libidinous 

energy of the species [der libidinösen Energie des Gattungswesens Mensch] 

(Ivi, 185). 

 

The link is evident: Adorno’s thesis of the object’s preponderance 

seems to come quite directly from Marx’s theory of the objective being. 

The condition that makes objective knowledge possible – the subject 

being an object in turn – is the same that establishes the falsity of 

idealism, by refuting the conception of subjectivity as an ontological 

ultimate, an “in-itself”. On the contrary, the subject is possible only as a 

modality of objectivity. This idea has very concrete consequences, 

already implicit in the Marxian idea of a “practical realisation” of 

philosophy, but which in my view emerge into their full significance 

only with Adorno. Vice versa, from this precise point it may be possible 

to shed new light on Adorno’s role in the history of philosophy. The last 

passage cited above, in which the Marxian concept of species being 

[Gattungswesen] is set next to that of “libidinal energy,” sets the 

direction we should follow. 

In Dialectic of Enlightenment, as is well-known, subjectivity as such 

– as a violent unification of the natural manifold – is unmasked as 

domination, down to its most abstract instances: the logical forms of 

truth. If this were all, however, it would be a mere repetition of 

Nietzschean points. Rather, Horkheimer and Adorno do much more: 

with a genuinely Marxist appropriation of Nietzsche, they combine the 

critique of subjectivity and reason with the most revolutionary insight 

from Marx, that of the material and hence contingent nature of 

antagonism. Neither the divisions internal to consciousness, nor the very 

division between consciousness and reality, are such that they originate 

in consciousness in a sort of original sin. Therefore, neither can be 

resolved within consciousness as all forms of idealism, apologetically, 

presuppose. In contrast, the separation between subject and object is 

founded objectively in a division – so to speak – internal to matter: the 

immediate violence of first nature, then the abstract, impersonal 

violence of second nature. This antagonism precedes and founds 

subjectivity, itself a mode of materiality. But, if this is so, then 

antagonism is not an immutable ontological structure: it appears as such 

only as a result of the idealistic blunder that turns it into spirit. Like 

everything that is material, it can be transformed and healed – through 

labor. This is what might be called the good news of materialism. A 

famous sentence from the Holy Family expresses with sublime 

simplicity the nexus between the passive, bodily moment of subjectivity 
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and the need for a practical transformation of the world: «If man is 

formed by circumstances, these circumstances must be humanly 

formed» (Marx e Engels 1845; tr. en. 1956, 243). 

Now, the primacy of being over consciousness, thus understood, is 

the challenge that Marx and Engels bequeathed to Hegel and, with him, 

to the entire philosophical tradition. The Theses on Feuerbach and The 

German Ideology both maintain that philosophy should give way on the 

one hand to praxis, and on the other to science. Yet praxis still needs 

reflection, and Marxian science after 1845 is increasingly a science of 

social objectivity. Driven by more urgent needs, materialism loses in-

terest in consciousness. This might explain why even the most serious 

Marxist attempts to come to grips with the problems of subjectivity – 

and hence of praxis – relapsed, before Adorno, to the positions of 

idealism, for instance with Lukács’s “identical subject-object.” In the 

meantime, the Hegelian concept of Wissenschaft was undermined by the 

development of new bourgeois sciences, in particular one. The entire 

philosophical debate of the late 1800’s was dominated by the problem 

of psychologism: the attempt to found logic on the empirical science of 

consciousness. The aporias produced by this attempt – the contradiction 

between particularity and universality of the “laws of thought” – 

constituted the starting point for Husserl, and the aporias of Husserlian 

idealism eventually constituted (in Against Epistemology) the starting 

point for Adorno. But if this is so, then, in order to oppose both the 

bourgeois theory of consciousness and the dogmatic outcomes of 

orthodox Marxism, with their political consequences, Adorno needed a 

materialist science of consciousness. Fortunately, he had it at his 

disposal.  

 

6. THE VANISHING POINT OF NEGATIVE DIALECTICS 

 

From his very first dissertation draft, eventually rejected by Cornelius, 

Adorno had intuited that the Freudian theory of the unconscious 

constituted an opportunity for Marxism to enter into the sancta 

sanctorum of the theory of consciousness (1927; tr. en. 2003)20. Freud 

is, so to speak, the middle term between Marx and philosophy. His 

metapsychology deduces subjectivity from a pre-subjective antagonism, 

the conflict of drives. Adorno speaks of «the origin of ‘I’ in ‘Not I’» 

20 For a careful reconstruction of this “prehistory” of Adorno’s thought, see Wolff 
(2006). On the relationship between negative dialectics and Freudian metapsychology, 

see especially Whitebook (1995) and Safatle (2016). 
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(1966; tr. en. 2004, 198). The ego itself is shown to be derived in the 

most concrete sense, i.e., in the historical sense, having arisen both 

ontogenetically and phylogenetically.21 And the same holds for all the 

processes and structures of which the ego is the bearer: logic, reason, 

and truth. This is indeed the point of departure for Dialectic of 

Enlightenment. It then becomes possible, on the one hand, to resolve 

materialistically all the problems immanent to the theory of knowledge 

and, on the other hand, to give Marxism itself its most radical vanishing 

point. That which has arisen, in fact, can also disappear. Adorno writes 

in Negative Dialectics that «truth would be its [the subject’s] demise 

[Untergang]» (Ivi, 189); «the subjective spirit also remains a historical 

category, a thing that has evolved, a changing, virtually transient thing» 

(Ivi, 307; emphasis mine). And he is even more explicit at the end of 

one of his latest texts, the essay On Subject and Object. Here Adorno 

hints for one moment at a formidable argument – perhaps the only 

possible argument – against relativism. Relativity, he claims, does not 

affect the single true statement, but truth as a whole, as it were, that 

which Adorno calls “the cognitive function” [Erkenntnisfunktion]. As 

such, truth can be both universal and historical. Adorno discusses here 

the antinomies of psychologism in the sociological version articulated 

by Durkheim: 

 
The subject’s reflection upon its own formalism is reflection upon society, 

with the paradox that, following the intention of the later Durkheim, on the 

one hand the formative constituents [i.e., the a priori logical forms] originate 

in society [gesellschaftlich entsprungen sind], while on the other hand, as 

current epistemology can boast, they are objectively valid; in Durkheim’s 

arguments they are already presupposed in every proposition that 

demonstrates their conditionedness. This paradox may well be one with the 

subject’s objective captivity within itself. The cognitive function, without 

which there would be neither difference nor unity of the subject, for its part 

has arisen historically. It consists essentially in those formative constituents; to 

the extent that there is cognition, it must take place in accordance with them, 

even where it looks beyond them. They define the concept of cognition. Yet 

those formative constituents are not absolute but rather a historical 

development like the cognitive function itself. It is not beyond the pale of 

21 See also, for example, Adorno (1966; tr. en. 2004, 271-273): «The ego […] is not 
something immediate. The ego itself is indirect. It has arisen [ist… ein Vermitteltes, 

Entsprungenes]; to speak in psychoanalytical terms: it has branched off from the diffuse 

energy of the libido. […] The analytical theories about the super-ego, however bold 
their beginnings, will therefore flag in short order, lest they be obliged to spread to the 

coddled ego». 
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possibility that they could disappear. To predicate their absoluteness would 

posit the cognitive function, the subject, as absolute; to relativize them would 

dogmatically revoke the cognitive function (1969; tr. en. 1998, 257-8). 

 

The idea that the subject might disappear “is not beyond the pale of 

possibility”. The thought that Bergotte is not dead forever “is not 

entirely implausible”. This is the boldest result of negative dialectics, 

confessed only in a whisper. The supreme possibility is the overcoming 

of the ego: it is utopia itself. And the “rational kernel” of the ontological 

proof is the experience of this possibility, which is given every time the 

tautological continuum of consciousness is transcended by the irruption 

of the object “in the flesh”. In each of these instances, the subject 

experiences that its separation from the object, though real, is not the 

last word; it is not a metaphysical datum. Indeed, spirit is itself body. In 

Against Epistemology, Adorno writes that philosophical critique «has no 

other measure than the ruin of illusion [den Zerfall des Scheins]» (1956; 

tr. en. 2013, 39). If we interpret “illusion” as repression (in the Freudian 

sense), then there is in the single movement of “ruin” much more than a 

simple “exercise” or “performative contradiction.” The instant repress-

sion is lifted, it is recognised as such, i.e. as determined, caused, as a 

material effect – and material causes, in principle, can be entirely 

removed. The same can be said in more concrete terms. In an aphorism 

from Minima Moralia dedicated to Freud, Adorno writes: «He alone 

who could situate utopia in blind somatic pleasure, which, satisfying the 

ultimate intention, is intentionless, has a stable and valid idea of truth» 

(1951; tr. en. 2005, 61). In a central part of Negative Dialectics, Adorno 

says that all suffering is physical suffering, including its spiritual “forms 

of reflection”. Conversely, every happiness is ultimately physical pleasure 

(1966; tr. en. 2004, 202-204). Adorno borrows from Benjamin the idea 

that cognitive intention should “extinguish itself” in the object, but, 

with Freud, he interprets this movement in a materialistic sense as the 

sublimated gratification of a drive. In the physical pleasure of the 

placated impulse, which is “blind” and sufficient onto itself, the 

subject can just imagine that no trauma intervenes again to interrupt 

this pleasure, and this would be already the Absolute. Utopia means, quite 

simply, the complete disappearance of physical suffering – which, as a 

physical phenomenon, can indeed disappear. Consciousness that has 

come to know its own origin in suffering, precisely in experiencing 

this conditionedness experiences also the possibility of its own 

“demise”. The dialectical critique of reason, therefore, does not lack a 

criterion, as Habermas would have it. A single Freudian slip is already 

the ontological proof in its “rational kernel”.  
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7. WHAT COULD BE ACTUALLY FALSE IN HEGEL 

 

Still, even if the “demise” of the subject in the object is something that 

happens continuously, it is still not the “demise” in the utopian sense: 

the “success”. Hence the necessity of a transition to praxis. This in turn 

leads back to the Three Studies and the problem of Hegel, and suggests 

a provisional conclusion to the argument developed so far.  

In Aspects Adorno offers an extensive treatment of a problem that 

we have been circling around but have hardly mentioned thus far, and 

which actually constitutes the theoretical core of materialism: the 

problem of labor. Adorno calls it “the mystery” of idealism (Adorno 

1963; tr. en. 1993, 18). For Adorno labor is the concept that connects 

the immanent, theoretical-cognitive sphere, on the one hand, and the 

practical-real sphere, on the other. The vital nerve of not only the Three 

Studies but of the entirety of negative dialectics – its novelty – consists 

precisely in this threefold thesis: 1) Spirit is labor; 2) Labor is 

negativity; and 3) Negativity can be removed. Adorno takes up the 

Marxian interpretation of transcendental apperception as organised 

social labor and goes on: in defining spirit as pure activity, Hegel 

correctly recognised spirit as labor but also repressed the natural, non-

identical moment on which labor exercises itself. He therefore repressed 

also the moment of duress, the suffering that belongs to all forms of 

labor, including spiritual labor, insofar as it is a struggle of resistance. 

Hegel thus transformed necessity into freedom. The falsity of Hegel is 

in his apology of the bourgeois organisation of labor. In Hegel labor 

becomes “absolute” in a twofold sense: as positive and insurmountable. 

The following are among the most important passages in Adorno: 

 
Even the traditional distinction between sensibility and understanding, 

Sinnlichkeit and Verstand, indicates that in contrast to what is merely given 

by sensibility, without compensation, as it were, the understanding does 

something: what is given through the senses is simply there, like the fruits of 

the field, but the operations of the understanding are subject to volition. [...] 

The stance adopted by thought as such, regardless of its content, is a 

confrontation with nature that has become habitual and has been internalized; 

an intervention and not a mere reception. Hence talk about thought is always 

accompanied by talk about a material that thought knows to be distinct from 

itself, a material it processes the way labor processes its raw materials. For 

thought is always accompanied by the moment of violent exertion – a 

reflection of the dire necessities of life – that characterizes labor: the strains 

and toils of the concept are not metaphorical (1963; tr. en. 1993, 21). 

 

The evangelical image of the “fruits of the field” aptly illustrates what 
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Adorno means by the opposition between “intervention” and “mere 

reception”. The utopia of mere reception is precisely that which remains 

cut off from the Hegelian totality. If we were now to venture an answer 

to our initial question, and attempt to define that which is false in Hegel 

without falling outside of dialectics, I believe that the best way to 

formulate it would be thus: The Hegelian concept of spirit excludes a 

priori that the fruits of the field might be simply given. To express the 

same idea from a different perspective: war is a horizon that cannot be 

transcended in Hegel’s philosophy of history, whereas Kant had already 

succeeded in conceiving the utopia of perpetual peace (see Adorno 

1951; tr. en. 2005, 157; 1966; tr. en. 2004, 338-339). The impulse to 

transcend every limit, which is the essence of philosophy in Hegel as 

much as in Nietzsche, is the impulse of emancipation: every victory of 

the I over the not-I constitutes a moment of full freedom, a moment of 

success (Gelingen), and it is always possible. This is the truth in Hegel. 

But the Absolute Idea, like the Übermensch, is still a figure of the 

unreconciled world. The absolutized subject is condemned to start its 

struggle again and again, mythologically, and its infinity is overturned 

by the imposition of a new limit: the very existence of a limit to be 

overcome. By contrast, the world that Adorno would deem “reconciled” 

would be a transformed objectivity. It would involve the disappearance 

of real necessity, and thus also of the necessary struggle against reality – 

what Adorno calls a “violent exertion”. It would be the abolishment of 

the necessity of labor, including the peculiar labor of thought. For, as 

Adorno states, «a humankind free of labor would be free of domination» 

(Adorno 1963; tr. en. 1993, 26). The thesis of the overcoming the ego 

must be interpreted in this sense. 

That thesis, however, concedes to Hegel one last time. After 

Adorno, the overcoming of the ego became a popular philosophical 

thesis under labels such as “desubjectivation”. The dialectical Adorno 

already refuted such ambitions and, having listened carefully to what 

irrationalism had to say, he built the most powerful bastion in defense of 

reason. Overcoming the ego is the vanishing point, not the here and 

now. The subject cannot choose to cancel itself out: such an act of will 

would only perpetuate it and throw it into a deeper obscurantism. What 

the subject can do is to humanise the world in order to temper its effects 

on the “objective beings” that will come, until the very existence of a 

subject becomes superfluous. The passing of the subject would be a 

“withering away” in the sense in which Engels spoke of the “withering 

away” of the state. The ego draws its legitimacy dialectically from the 

perspective of its own end: given that the ego has arisen from a pre-
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subjective conflict and reproduces this conflict in itself, but also tends 

toward the overcoming of the conflict in “reconciliation”, then the ego 

is as-it-were released from original responsibility for its own negativity. 

This side of reconciliation, the subject keeps all the prerogatives for 

which it arose and effectively constitutes the highest bastion of freedom. 

This ambiguity just is the ambiguity of labor. The ego is necessary for 

overcoming the ego because labor is necessary for overcoming labor: 

 
In the last analysis, even in Hegel the quiescence of movement, the absolute, 

means simply the reconciled life, the life of the pacified drive that no longer 

knows either deficiency or the labor to which alone, however, it owes that 

reconciliation (Adorno, 1963; tr. en. 1993, 32; emphasis mine).  

  

This is the figure most representative of Adorno’s thought. It is not – 

pace Habermas – a gaze looking back to the past and longing 

desperately to save what has been already lost, but rather a bridge 

thrown forward, with and from within rationality, toward its other. It is 

the figure that, in the Three Studies, Adorno borrows from Wagner’s 

Parsifal: «Only the spear that inflicted the wound can heal it» (Adorno 

1963; tr. en. 1993, 74). Thus, he really manages to the testament of 

Western thought “at the time of its fall” (1966; tr. en. 2004, 408). There 

is no greater faith in reason, no higher tribute to the spirit than to judge 

it even capable of overcoming itself. 

 

8. ON A POSSIBLE PRACTICAL OUTCOME 

 

This applies to all expressions of “bourgeois” abstraction: the “I”, the 

“concept”, “reason”, “truth”, and even the “state” and the “law”. I 

cannot here dwell on the specific conception of the abolition of labor as 

it could be deduced from Adorno’s premises, and shall limit myself to a 

short hint. Here “abolition of labor” (or better, of the need for labor) 

must not be understood as an immediate possibility – like, say, in some 

post-operaist theories of “unconditional basic income” –, much less as a 

condition that, in some sense, would be already given in the present – 

like in Robert Kurz’s diagnosis of the “end of labor” (Cfr. Kurz 1991). 

Rather, it must be conceived as a possible dialectical process of 

abolition of labor through labor. This practical dialectic would also be 

negative, for what should be “produced” by such labor is not directly the 

positive content of utopia, but the mere elimination of the condition that 

makes it impossible. This is why, in this reading of negative dialectics, 

the progressive abolition of the need for labor represents, in a sense that 
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goes beyond Marcuse, a true and proper Archimedean point: the 

practical mediation between present and utopia. In fact, since the 

abolition of labor must and can be willed and organised, it is still an 

expression of the rational ego, but it opens the door at the same time to 

the ego’s withering away. This means that social labor should be aimed 

towards its own abolition, which presupposes a rational planning of 

social production, with all the consequences of this requirement.  

The abolition of labor as a practical postulate, therefore, would solve 

a major problem of recent history, namely that of the so-called “socialist 

rule of law”, which asks how it might be possible to overcome anarchy 

in production without falling back into direct domination, but rather 

presupposing the rule of law. Setting the abolition of labor as a common 

goal would legitimate the compulsion of individuals to labor on the 

basis of none other than the bourgeois concept of right. Such 

compulsion would directly realise neither “substantial freedom”, nor full 

unity among human beings, nor what Adorno calls “the total subject 

[Gesamtsubjekt]” (1966; tr. en. 2004, 304), which in any case could 

only arise spontaneously and not be posited at will. Rather, the 

bourgeois ideal of freedom as negative freedom would be taken at its 

word. Recognising that the material power over the labor of others is a 

limitation of this type of freedom and must thus be abolished in the 

name of that very freedom, the rule of law would take as its goal a 

limited and well-regulated compulsion of labor aimed at its own 

maximal reduction and eventual elimination. Conversely, and for the 

same reason, the social organisation of labor as the negative-dialectical 

process of its own superseding could not be conceived without the rule 

of law: the uncompromising protection of individual freedom. 

Thus the practical consequences of negative dialectics, which 

Adorno prudently left merely implicit, begin to become visible. If 

Adorno’s philosophical thought has a political content, it is the refutal of 

anarchism. Negative dialectics draws its seriousness from this refutal. It 

maintains that what once failed can nonetheless be successful in the 

future, in reality and not just in the imagination, doch noch: still, despite 

everything. After all, a cursory look at Adorno’s programmatic writings 

is enough to get a glimpse of what he really had in mind. 1931, The 

Actuality of Philosophy: «Earnestness means here that the answer does 

not remain mistakenly in the closed area of knowledge, but that praxis is 

granted to it. […] Out of the construction of a configuration of reality 

the demand for its real change [Veränderung] always follows promptly» 

(1931; tr. en. 1977, 129). 1956, introduction to the Against Epistemology: 

«Dialectic itself would only be surpassed by transforming praxis 
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[verändernde Praxis]» (1956; tr. en. 2013, 39; translation modified). 

1966, introduction to Negative Dialetics: «Philosophy, which once 

seemed obsolete, lives on because the moment to realise it was missed” 

(a statement that clearly presupposes the concept of a “realisation of 

philosophy”) and, on the other hand, “critical thoughts” would be 

required by “practical change» (1966; tr. en. 2004, 3). And later on, in 

the speculative core of Negative Dialectics: «The physical moment tells 

our knowledge that suffering ought not to be, that things should be 

different. ‘Woe speaks: ‘Go.’ Hence the convergence of specific 

materialism with criticism, with social change in practice [mit 

gesellschaftlich verändernder Praxis]» (Ivi, 203). 

It may well have been a “message in a bottle”, to use an expression 

from Horkheimer, that since then has been commonly repeated22. But it 

was an incendiary bottle. 
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