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If anything in Hegel, and in those who turned him right way up, has 
become part of my very flesh and blood, it is an asceticism with regard 
to any unmediated expression of the positive. […] For utopia is the 
concrete, and not itself some universal theory or finished 
recommendation for praxis.  

Theodor W. Adorno to Thomas Mann,  
December 1, 1952  

(Adorno & Mann, 2006, pp. 97–98)  
 
Theodor W. Adorno begins his major philosophical work from 1966, Negative 
Dialectics, in a somewhat surprising manner: “Philosophy, which once 
seemed obsolete, keeps itself alive, since the moment of its realization was 
missed. The summary judgement that it has only interpreted the world, that it 
is in itself crippled by resignation in the face of reality, becomes a defeatism 
of reason after the transformation of the world failed” (Adorno, 1973, p. 3, 
translation modified). 

In this chapter, I have two distinct ambitions related to this single 
quotation. The first is to interpret the statement and put it in the general 
context of Adorno’s thought on philosophy, theory, and praxis, with special 
reference to its Marxist and Jewish traits. Although I will argue that Adorno’s 
statement must be understood in terms of Marxism, my interpretation will not 
point forward to a positive notion of revolution, either theoretically or in any 
practical way. On the contrary, I will point to Adorno’s revised understanding 
of philosophy, which challenges both political activism and traditional 
philosophical conceptualization by theorizing from a perspective of 
redemption, not integration or subjugation. This trait, in its turn, is intelligible 
in the context of Jewish messianism, although Adorno’s Marxist thought is 
not as obvious in its messianic dimensions as, for instance, Walter Benjamin’s 
or Ernst Bloch’s. 

The second ambition, therefore, is to enquire more explicitly about the 
messianic roots of Adorno’s curious version of utopian philosophy, to discuss 
the messianic theme in a somewhat broader context of Adorno’s thought, and 
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especially to address Adorno’s deep involvement with Benjamin’s thought. I 
construct this second discussion in a framework that might add to the debate 
about the political relevance or irrelevance of Adorno’s thought (cf. Hammer, 
2005; Holloway et al., 2009). 

 
1. Marxism against Marxism 

 
Given Adorno’s own intellectual investments in German idealism and Marxist 
theory, there are at least five important and distinct politico-philosophical 
aspects hidden in the statement quoted above, which I now repeat: 
“Philosophy, which once seemed obsolete, keeps itself alive, since the 
moment of its realization was missed. The summary judgement that it has 
only interpreted the world, that it is in itself crippled by resignation in the face 
of reality, becomes a defeatism of reason after the transformation of the world 
failed.” 

First, according to the introductory sentence, the statement comprises a 
kind of ultimate acceptance of the well-known Marxist critique of (idealist) 
philosophy, understood as ideology. Adorno affirms this conception by 
choosing it as a starting point. As ideological idealism, philosophy is 
tragically incapable of materially actualizing the human freedom it constantly 
prates about in spiritual terms. Consequently, it cannot become a force of true 
political liberation or reconciliation between the individual and the oppressive 
social totality in which the individual has become derivative, mute and unfree.  

Second, therefore, one can claim that Adorno with his statement 
implicitly stresses the fundamental relevance of Karl Marx’s attempt to turn 
“Hegel on his head” in order to purge Hegel’s philosophy from ideology and 
adapt it to a real struggle for liberation and reconciliation between the 
particular and the universal.  

Third, however, Adorno’s statement is also an unmistakable denial of 
the success of this Marxist fruition of idealist philosophy. Marxism’s 
summary judgement about philosophy’s lack of practical force is now in itself 
viewed as defeatism of reason, because its own strivings toward 
transformation of reality failed to realize freedom.  

Fourth, and in view of the previous aspects, the statement contains a 
related, yet different, idea of a missed opportunity, that is, an idea of a 
decisive moment in history up to which it perhaps would have been possible 
to transform philosophy to a level of materialistic insight that could have led 
to a lasting re-creation of the relations between the individual and society. 
That moment has passed, however. And this leaves us with nothing but (the 
threatening idealism of) philosophy.  

Fifth, therefore—as a mere consequence of the other aspects taken 
together—the statement can be summarized as a resolute Marxist rejection of 
the deeply Marxist idea that theory and philosophy should be reasonably 
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connected with unambiguous and positive political hopes and expectations 
(that is, a true reconciliation between the individual and the social totality). 

To put it differently, what we find in Adorno’s opening sentences on the 
state of philosophy is a dense elimination of the possibility of successful 
revolution—that is, an elimination of the possibility of a successful program 
for a radically liberating rearrangement of societal conditions based on a 
purely rational and theoretical understanding of the present. This elimination 
is founded on the historical judgment that the liberating promise of philosophy 
has become impossible to purge from its spiritual abstraction without 
simultaneously recreating a new moment of ideology and abstraction, 
which—according to Adorno’s materialist dialectics—stems directly from the 
highly abstract and unreconciled nature of late modern society itself 
(compared to earlier forms of society).  

Thus, rather than promising a new form of realization of its ideas, radical 
philosophy has to turn inward, to contemplate its own failed opportunity and 
thus its own brokenness. “After having broken its promise that it is one with 
reality or that it stands at the brink of realization, philosophy is obliged to 
ruthlessly criticise itself” (Adorno 1973, p. 3, translation modified). 

 
2. Against Idealism 

 
For Adorno, idealism—even in its most subtle form, which for Adorno is 
Hegel’s dialectics—reconciled the subject and the object on the premise of a 
subjectivity that had been “ontologized” and detached from concreteness and 
true individuality (Adorno, 1973, p. 121). In idealism more generally, this 
aspect is captured by the notion “transcendental subject”. Thus, the resulting 
philosophical totality, the system produced through this fundamental 
subjective operation, was not only ignorant of the concrete individual (the 
ontic subject), but of objects and the object in general. 

Even though negation is the driving force of Hegel’s system, the 
primordial subjectivity on which it is built is similar to a machine or spectral 
agent that produces reality according to its own internal structure. Put 
differently, the logic according to which the absolute was to be produced does 
not change through an encounter with reality; it creates reality subjectively. 
“Once radically separated from the object, subject reduces the object to itself; 
subject swallows object, forgetting how much it is object itself” (Adorno, 
1998, p. 246). In relation to Hegel, this means that the negative moment of the 
logic is illusory: “The thesis that the negation of a negation is something 
positive can only be upheld by one who presupposes positivity—as all-
conceptuality—from the beginning” (Adorno, 1973, p. 160). 

Contrary to this, Adorno insists that the object has to be given 
precedence in thought. The object should be seen as something real that one 
has to confront by means of concepts and, yet, something that always eludes 



36  MATTIAS MARTINSON 

such conceptualization. On this ground he concludes: “all concepts, even the 
philosophical ones, refer to nonconceptualities” (Adorno, 1973, p. 11).  

At a first glance, this statement looks rather simplistic, as a kind of 
critical realism against crude idealism. But Adorno’s perspective is much 
more complex, since he basically accepts the Hegelian (idealist) gesture of 
production through negation. The preponderance of the object that he 
advocates against Hegel is, therefore, not to be understood as an 
epistemological standpoint (cf. Adorno, 1991, pp. 18–19). It rather is a theory 
of what is left out in the identifying process of negation. Thus, Adorno can 
negatively assign some truth even to the idealistic reduction of the object: 

In a certain sense, although idealism would be the last to admit it, the 
transcendental subject is more real, that is, it far more determines the 
real conduct of people and society than do those psychological 
individuals from whom the transcendental subject was abstracted and 
who have little to say in the world. Those, for their part, have turned into 
appendages of the social machinery and, in the end, into ideology. The 
living individual person, such as he is constrained to act and for which 
he was even internally moulded, is as homo oeconomicus incarnate 
closer to the transcendental subject than the living individual he must 
immediately take himself to be. To this extent idealist theory was 
realistic […]. 

 When the standard structure of society is the exchange form, its 
rationality constitutes people: what they are for themselves, what they 
think they are, is secondary. They are deformed from the beginning by 
the mechanism that was philosophically embellished and turned into the 
transcendental. The allegedly most obvious, the empirical subject, would 
actually have to be thought of as something not yet existing; considered 
in this aspect the transcendental subject is ‘constitutive’ (Adorno, 1998, 
p. 248, translation modified). 

The trace of that which is left out—the non-identical—does not lead to a new 
and more inclusive concept, but to the critical insight that the social form of 
human thought and praxis makes true conceptualization impossible. 

Given the last quote, one can perhaps say that Adorno suggests a 
materialistic twist of idealist dialectics (in a Marxist manner) in order to 
approach subjectivity as something objective, social, and particular. The basic 
dilemma with idealism is not its logic, but the general exclusion of concrete 
reality from the grasp of this logic, in a way that is ultimately oppressive. 
Hence, the integration that is accomplished by idealist logic is real, but its 
result must not be legitimatized through this fundamental connection to the 
real. From the perspective of Adorno’s materialism, the real itself, as it has 
become, is an illegitimate totality, and a dialectical grasp of this reality must 
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reflect this totality as illegitimate through an attempt to take the side of the 
particular objects which suffer within this totality. Instead of being grounded 
in an ontologized or transcendental subjectivity, Adorno’s dialectics works 
from the viewpoint of a utopian possibility that things could be completely 
different. But this possibility is not expressed in a positive way. Instead he 
states: “Regarding the concrete utopian possibility, dialectics is the ontology 
of the wrong state of things” (Adorno, 1973, p. 11). Ontologized in this 
negative way, dialectics becomes the presupposition for a philosophy in which 
the negative moment of thinking is motivated by the totality of things, not 
vice versa (as in Hegel).  

Adorno expresses this neatly by turning Hegel’s dictum “the true is the 
whole” on its head: “The whole is the untrue” (Hegel, 1977, p. 11; Adorno, 
1974, p. 50, translation modified). In line with this, the positive result of 
philosophy has always to be linked to the negative insight that the generalized 
perspective—that is, the concept—“is fused with untruth, with the oppressive 
principle” (Adorno, 1973, p. 48). Philosophy must therefore proceed in a 
restless manner, as “the prism in which its [the concrete’s] colour is caught” 
(Adorno, 1973, p. 57). As a prism it is not in charge of the concrete and the 
suppressed object but it spreads the light of “the negativity of the universal” in 
a way that “welds cognition to the particular as that which is to be saved” 
(Adorno, 1973, p. 48). 

 
3. Philosophy in a Post-Marxist Context 

  
Towards the end of Negative Dialectics, Adorno writes in a way that 
summarizes this weak form of philosophical utopianism: “It lies in the 
definition of negative dialectics that it will not come to rest in itself, as if it 
were total. This is its form of hope” (Adorno, 1973, p. 406). Put differently, 
only a conceptuality conscious of the fact that it is incapable of producing a 
truthful whole (by means of an ontologized subjectivity into which everything 
is integrated) may approach reality in a manner that does not redouble the 
untruth of the real. This has significant consequences for philosophy and its 
rational ambitions: “Only thoughts which cannot understand themselves are 
true” (Adorno, 1973, p. 48). In another context, Adorno develops a similar 
idea: 

Anything that has a function is already spellbound within the functional 
world. Only a thinking that has no mental sanctuary, no illusion of an 
inner realm, and that acknowledges its lack of function and power can 
perhaps catch a glimpse of an order of the possible and the nonexistent, 
where human beings and things each would be in their right place 
(Adorno, 1998, p. 15). 
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The political predicament of idealism is that its oppressive social logic is 
misconstrued as a positive force that leads to truth (as integrated wholeness). 
However, as several of the quoted statements show, Adorno’s dialectical 
alternative does not come forth as a mere rejection of this whole, in a 
revolutionary way, but rather as an immanent critique that finds itself 
imprisoned by the “untruth of the whole”, which earlier revolutionaries saw 
themselves free to overturn. The predicament of thought is that it cannot be 
true in itself; its own vision of the new is never to be wholly trusted because it 
is shaped by the framework of the old. “A dialectical theory is bound—like 
Marx’s, largely—to be immanent even if in the end it negates the whole 
sphere it moves in” (Adorno, 1973, p. 197).  

The dilemma presented by revolutionary visions in later Marxism is the 
failure to cling to this Marxian insight, which was developed in a very 
different situation, where the actual untruth of the totality was less dominant 
and the lines of flight to a positive concept of freedom were still available. 
Adorno’s example is the position of the proletariat and the ruling class within 
the social totality: “the proletariat to whom he [Karl Marx] appealed was not 
yet integrated into society […], whereas on the other hand societal power did 
not yet command the means to assure overwhelming odds for itself in the 
event of any serious conflict” (Adorno, 1998, p. 14). 

Hence, at a later stage of history, social integration makes successful 
practical revolution unthinkable (the proletariat has ceased to be what it was 
in the Marxian vision). This is to say that thinking can only become true if it 
negates the whole in a revolutionary gesture by revealing the inconsistencies 
that now circumscribe everyone and everything, including the idea of 
revolution. 

Compared to Marx, therefore, contemporary philosophy finds itself in a 
completely different situation. It has now missed its opportunity to change 
“the world from top to bottom” (Adorno, 1998, p. 14). In this “post-Marxian” 
situation, revolution is not the right outcome of immanent critique. Attempts 
to recreate a revolutionary idea will soon fall back into an ideology similar to 
idealism, in which the negated whole is put up as something that thought 
dominates and is dominated by. The revolutionary subject will then take the 
role of the transcendental subject and produce an integrated reality, in which 
the particular once again crumbles.  

Thus, for Adorno, one of the special dilemmas of revolutionary thought 
is its basic adherence to Marx’s time-bound rejection of theory in favor of 
praxis, as if practice and theory are impossible to combine without selling out 
political insight. Adorno turns things around and looks materialistically upon 
history as the practical plane where the power of thought is realized as 
something that does not equal truth in any idealistic sense. In this way, the 
original Marxist concept of revolution is historicized and turned into an object 
for critical thought, rather than a practical way of overcoming thought. “The 
remaining theoretical inadequacies in Hegel and Marx became part of 
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historical practice and can thus be newly reflected upon in theory, instead of 
thought bowing irrationally to the primacy of practice. Practice itself was an 
eminently theoretical concept” (Adorno, 1973, p. 144). 

This leads us back to the initial statement about philosophy with which 
this essay began: It lives on because its historical moment of realization was 
missed. Philosophy’s continued “actuality” (Aktualität)—an allusion to the 
title of an early lecture of Adorno from 1931 (Adorno, 2000)—is an indication 
of the ultimate incapability of reason to climb out of its predicament; it 
continues to be a systematic conceptual embrace of a totality in which the 
particular and concrete is downplayed and ill-represented, not to say 
extinguished. To reinstate the actuality of philosophy against this negative 
background is therefore to call for a changed politico-philosophical vision.  

 
4. Critical Theory and the Messianic 

 
In the last aphorism of Minima Moralia, under the headline Finale, Adorno 
states: “The only philosophy which can be responsibly practiced in face of 
despair is the attempt to contemplate all things as they would present 
themselves from the standpoint of redemption” (Adorno, 1974, p. 247). 

A question that follows naturally after my presentation of Adorno’s 
basically Marxist insistence on the continued role of philosophy—after the 
moment of its realization has been missed—is whether this verdict from 
Minima Moralia can shed some more light on Adorno’s concrete 
understanding of a possible political potential of “post-Marxian” philosophy. 
It has become clear that revolution is out of the question, since the history of 
society has moved in a direction that makes it virtually impossible—not to say 
inconceivable—to realize a philosophical notion of freedom and liberty by 
mere political action. But is there anything else of radical political interest in 
Adorno’s rather gloomy vision? He has been severely criticized for his way of 
acting in relation to the student revolts in 1968 and 1969 (in 1969 he called 
the police when he feared student occupation of the Institute of Social 
Research in Frankfurt). Was this a sign of the bankruptcy of his thought in 
general, or is there a logic to be found behind the surface of this seemingly 
reactionary act? How does Adorno’s Eurocentric, non-revolutionary tenor 
match today’s experiences of revolution in contexts such as Egypt and 
Tunisia? 

My own suggestion is broadly in line with what John Holloway, 
Fernando Matamoros, and Sergio Tischler have argued: namely that Adorno’s 
political significance lies in the way he detached dialectics from its synthetic 
mode (initiated by Hegel and followed by many after him) (Holloway et al., 
2009, p. 6). They argue that notwithstanding its critique of Hegel, Marxism in 
general was caught up by this synthetic mode, and this is one reason for the 
totalitarian history of Marxism. Adorno’s alternative, non-synthetic way of 
being thoroughly dialectical is therefore possible to compare with an anti-
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dialectical tradition of “post-Marxist” thinkers, such as Gilles Deleuze, Michel 
Foucault, Michel Hardt, and Antonio Negri.  

However, according to Holloway et al., this explicitly anti-dialectical 
tradition often slips back into a synthetic mode and becomes focused on an 
abstract (idealist) conception of the present, instead of being in contact with 
actual problems that thought is faced with:  

In the extension of the rejection of the Hegelian synthesis to the 
rejection of dialectics altogether, there is a throwing out of the baby with 
the bathwater. It is not only synthesis that is abandoned, but also the 
central notion of movement through negation. […] Life becomes a 
positive concept rather than the struggle against the negation of life. 
There is in general a positivisation of thought. Struggles are seen as 
struggles for rather than being principally struggles against. The 
centrality of crisis (a negative concept) is lost and replaced by an 
emphasis on restructuring (a positive concept). Refusal is marginalized 
(though not denied) in the movement from the origins of autonomism 
(Tronti in his seminal article on “The Strategy of Refusal”) to the post-
autonomism of recent years (represented in particular by Hardt and 
Negri). Irony of ironies, a theory of stages makes its reappearance in the 
form of changing “paradigms”: the world is to be understood at any 
particular moment in terms of the prevalent paradigm of domination. 
The rejection of dialectics, because it includes the rejection of negation, 
leads precisely to synthetic thought, a thinking that seeks to fit 
everything in place with the scheme of the dominant paradigm 
(Holloway et al., 2009, pp. 5–6). 

According to Holloway et al., what Adorno can bring into the picture is a 
correction of certain crucial aspects of the anti-dialectical tenor in recent 
political thought. He makes possible a critical view that is unwaveringly 
rooted in the contradictions of this world and skeptical to views that relates 
the utopian moment directly to the present state of things. The utopian 
moment in Adorno is thereby not lost, but his utopianism is of the negative 
kind I delineated above. To repeat, this means that the utopian moment does 
not lie in a positive vision that is extracted from the present order; it consists 
of the refusal to accept that the broken world in front of us can become a 
legitimate paradigm in any sense. As I have already hinted, this kind of 
utopianism harbors a revolutionary moment, but I will now also claim that this 
revolutionary moment is of a messianic rather than of an activist kind. The 
next step, therefore, will be to look a bit closer on this messianic aspect in 
Adorno’s thought.  

Critical theory is the name that Max Horkheimer (one of Adorno’s 
closest colleagues) gave to a theoretical perspective that is anchored in the 
antagonistic differentiation and division of labor that goes on in a highly 
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advanced and integrated social totality. Critical theory is not a power that 
operates outside this society, but rather a political philosophy that works 
dialectically as an immanent force “permeated with the potential of what 
could be different” (Adorno, 1998, p. 16). As argued by Adorno in Minima 
Moralia, this means that its hope for a different society is weak and related to 
the construction of a frangible standpoint from which the flaws of the present 
order are clearly revealed. This standpoint is not a stepping-stone from that 
which is. It is only a new and revealing perspective. Adorno continues:  

Perspectives must be fashioned that displace and estrange the world, 
reveal it to be, with its rifts and crevices, as indigent and distorted as it 
will appear one day in the messianic light. To gain such perspectives 
without velleity and violence, entirely from the felt contact with 
objects—this alone is the task of thought (Adorno, 1974, p. 247). 

This aphorism was written towards the end of the forties, in the immediate 
shadow of Auschwitz. This might explain why Adorno continues by saying 
that this interpretation of the task of thought is, in some sense, trivial. He 
argues that the whole social and cultural situation “calls” for this kind of 
radical philosophical enlightenment. And yet, he holds it to be an utterly 
impossible task for thought, since the very standpoint he asks for presupposes 
exactly the kind of transcendence that his notion of “non-synthetic” dialectics 
originally forbids.  

Hence, no matter if the step is almost invisible or as small as “a hair’s 
breadth,” to climb up to a privileged position beyond this world is a denial of 
thought’s obvious entanglement with the very problem it attempts to solve. In 
Adorno’s words: “The more passionately thought denies its conditionality for 
the sake of the unconditional, the more consciously, and so calamitously, it is 
delivered up to the world” (Adorno, 1974, p. 247). From the viewpoint of 
dialectics and materialism, therefore, the only responsible philosophical way 
to reach for truth is finally judged to be an impossible one. In a later text this 
theme is developed in terms of self-critique: “Dialectic is not a third 
standpoint but rather the attempt, by means of an immanent critique, to 
develop philosophical standpoints beyond themselves and beyond the 
despotism of a thinking based on standpoints” (Adorno, 1998, p. 12).  

Against this developed notion of standpoints, the idea put forward in 
Minima Moralia of a “standpoint of redemption” cannot be a historical 
standpoint, or a standpoint within the framework of this world. It is, rather, an 
impossible possibility of something utterly different that breaks into this 
world and changes it—redeems it—through radical recreation. This quite 
obvious messianic dimension is never developed or incorporated 
wholeheartedly by Adorno’s critical theory (i.e., his idea of philosophy), but I 
would like to argue that it is the messianic dimension of his thought that 
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makes his dialectics of radical immanence (critical theory, non-synthetic 
dialectics) possible in the first place.  

This does not lead to the conclusion that Adorno awaits the Messiah or 
that his philosophy should be read in light of a religious or quasi-religious 
wishfulness. On the contrary, the messianic moment is the utterly unreal 
moment, the absolute impossibility that demolishes thought and makes clear 
that thought is not enough. But dialectically speaking, even this demolishment 
must be philosophized immanently if thought is to stay away from the 
idealistic fallacy. “Even [thought’s] impossibility it must at last comprehend 
for the sake of the possible” (Adorno, 1974, p. 247). It is the very restlessness 
of the dialectical operation that is secured by the messianic moment, not a 
concrete hope for redemption. Redemption is not within the reach of thought, 
nor within the reach of an activism that has to think the whole in order to act.  

 
5. Walter Benjamin on Language, Nature, and History 

 
It is obvious and well established that Adorno developed this specific notion 
of dialectics in close relation to Walter Benjamin’s thought. Benjamin’s early 
thought has been described as a Jewish theology of language that took its 
point of departure in an eccentric interpretation of the Fall and the human 
transgression from paradise to an alienated existence. In an essay from 1916, 
Benjamin argues that language (as we know it) was born in the moment when 
the human word was put in the place of the god-inspired name (Benjamin, 
1997, p. 119). The passage in Genesis where God gives man the task of 
naming the creatures (Gen. 2:19–20) is interpreted as the original and true 
model of language. Through God’s command, man gives proper names to all 
the creatures and this represents a pure language; “a communion of man with 
the creative word of God” (Benjamin, 1997, p. 116). This represents a perfect 
relation between nature, man, and God. Nature does not speak for itself, but 
through the act of naming, its muteness is nevertheless understood as a “bliss” 
because the name secures the integrity of the particular (Benjamin, 1997, p. 
121).  

Compared to the proper name, Benjamin insists that the human word is 
an arbitrary sign that makes language into a mere instrument for 
communication. After the Fall the relation both to God and to nature was 
drastically changed. With the Fall, nature begins its “other muteness” through 
the curse of God, and this muteness has ultimately to do with the function of 
the human word, which is now inadequate and neglectful with respect to 
creation. For Benjamin, this constitutes the “deep sadness of nature” 
(Benjamin, 1997, p. 121). While the proper name has an immanent magic, 
constituting “the paradisiac language of man” that “must have been one of 
perfect knowledge” (Benjamin, 1997, p. 119), he relates the fallen, post-
lapsarian language to an “external magic” of the word, where something 
outside the word is inadequately captured. The mute nature is without any 
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hope of being given a true voice through the word, which leads to a 
“mythical” human understanding of nature as something static, lifeless and 
open to manipulation, scientific calculation and exploitation. 

Through the Fall from paradisiac language, the situation became one of 
“prattle,” inadequate signification and multiplicity. “The enslavement of 
language in prattle is joined by the enslavement of things in a folly as its 
inevitable consequence. In this turning away from things, which was 
enslavement, the plan for the tower of Babel came into being, and linguistic 
confusion with it” (Benjamin, 1997, p. 121).  

The tower of Babel represents the ultimate consequence of the 
appearance of the law, which according to Benjamin has its mythical origin in 
the question of good and evil. Paradise did not include a tree that brought 
about information about good and evil; rather, the tree was an “emblem of 
judgement over the questioner” (Benjamin, 1997, p. 121). Thus, in the young 
Walter Benjamin’s view, the emergence of language as signification and 
forgetfulness of the things themselves is simultaneous with the emergence of 
subjectivity that sets itself apart from the creation it belongs to. “To erect 
oneself as a subject is already to fall,” as Irving Wohlfarth has put it 
(Wohlfarth, 1989, p. 161).  

This means, furthermore, that both history and linguistic meaning are 
constituted by the Fall—before the Fall, everything was complete. And, even 
more importantly, according to Wohlfarth’s reading of Benjamin, “the Fall is 
already, in some sense, the infernal machine of modernity; and modernity the 
free fall of history” (Wohlfarth, 1989, p. 161). The historic attempt of the 
subject to labor with his language in order to reach fulfillment is in vain. 
History cannot be a reasonable process that amends its earlier flaws and 
fissures. It is an accelerating catastrophe.  

This perspective was exemplified decades later when Benjamin utters his 
famous comment to Paul Klee’s painting Angelus Novus, which is featured on 
the cover of this volume. I quote the entire comment: 

There is a painting by Klee called Angelus Novus. It shows an angel who 
seems about to move away from something he stares at. His eyes are 
wide, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how the angel of 
history must look. His face is turned toward the past. Where a chain of 
events appears before us, he sees one single catastrophe, which keeps 
piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it at his feet. The angel would 
like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. 
But a storm is blowing from Paradise and has got caught in his wings; it 
is so strong that the angel can no longer close them. This storm drives 
him irresistibly into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile 
of debris before him grows toward the sky. What we call progress is this 
storm (Benjamin, 2003, pp. 392–393). 
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This comment is a late one (1940), which makes it clear that the young 
Benjamin’s theological motifs continued to nurture a severe critique of history 
and modernity, long after Benjamin had denounced some of his most explicit 
mystical impulses and adopted a more explicit materialist and Marxist 
terminology (cf. Pensky, 1993, pp. 233–239). 

Paradise is neither awaited nor put forward as a possibility in itself. The 
angel is not in charge of anything. The mode is not nostalgic, at least not in a 
believing way. Paradise is faint; it is becoming more and more distant and 
inaccessible. Thus, the possibility is not one of restoration, but of the creative 
construction of a critical dialectical image in which the modern is identified 
with the catastrophic archaic origin of history. The absoluteness of negativity 
that this image reflects forces thought to take a new stand. The messianic 
moment is the sudden light that emerges from the constellation between the 
angel and its impotence despite its position above history. It is a light that, for 
Benjamin, is tied to a new view of nature, things, history and subjectivity in 
the framework of the impotence of human language. 

 
6. Myth and Rationality 

 
In their joint book Dialectic of Enlightenment (1947), Horkheimer and 
Adorno work from the thesis that “myth is already enlightenment; and 
enlightenment reverts to mythology” (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1979, p. xvi). 
After my brief presentation of Benjamin’s theology of language, it is tempting 
to say that this famous constellation between myth and enlightenment is a 
variation on Benjamin’s interpretation of the Fall and the emergence of the 
word, history, and subjectivity. And, roughly speaking, I think it is. For 
Adorno (and Horkheimer) the dialectical play with the concepts of nature, 
myth, reason etc. is part of being fallen (if we use Benjamin’s words). It is the 
task of philosophy to realize that it is itself fallen—and it is only in this mode 
that it will succeed. Philosophy wants to reach for the things as they are, and 
therefore, paradoxically, it has to resist the temptation to conceptualize in a 
way that becomes wholly understandable and clear. In Negative Dialectics, 
Adorno relates this both to materialism and to the Jewish heritage:  

The materialist longing to grasp the thing aims at the opposite: it is only 
in the absence of images that the full object could be conceived. Such 
absence concurs with the theological ban on images. Materialism 
brought that ban into secular form by not permitting Utopia to be 
positively pictured; this is the substance [Gehalt] of its negativity 
(Adorno, 1973, p. 207). 

Hence, what Adorno thinks of as true rationality, or adequate grasping of 
things, is the opposite of the normal stance of calculating science. The rational 
always runs the risk of the irrational, and, given this perspective, nature is the 
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last thing science reaches. Or, to put it differently: myth is the nature that we 
meet in science.  

But this way of expressing things is not the same as saying that unreason 
is good. It is, rather, to follow the Benjaminian insight about the inadequacy 
of the word compared to the name, or the failure of our human languages to 
be what language is. Nor does the negation of language or rationality mean 
that hope lies in the final affirmation of hopelessness. Hope rather resides in 
the very possibility of the negation of the idea that the essence of hope is in 
the reach of thought. As long as something different is conceivable, the whole 
is not completely closed. But this hope is not to be confused with a clear 
vision. This is expressed by one of Adorno’s most poetic lines from Negative 
Dialektik: “Nur wenn, was ist, sich ändern läßt, ist das, was ist, nicht alles” 
(Adorno, 1966, p. 391; this line is defectively translated as: “What is must be 
changeable if it is not to be all.” Adorno, 1973, p. 398). 

In the situation where the spiritual (subjectivity) is alienated from its 
natural origin, and nature is perverted through this very alienation, one must 
look for answers in unexpected places. The most spiritual might become the 
most natural, and nature might reveal itself as the flip-side of spirituality. 
Adorno addresses this in a letter to Benjamin from 1934, in which he tries to 
explain how his own present work on the philosophy of music connects with 
Benjamin’s theoretical perspective:  

Perhaps, this material will seem rather remote to you at first. But I 
believe I am also one with you in the conviction that the more remote 
matters are not the least significant ones, and the work […] is therefore 
much more closely connected with your own interest than the title alone 
would suggest. I will simply express the following thought to you for 
now: the question concerning the muteness of works of art has led me in 
the most remarkable fashion right into our central question, that of the 
coincidence of the modern with the archaic. And indeed from the other 
end of the spectrum: from the archaic itself. For I have come to realize 
that just as the modern is the most ancient, so too is the archaic itself a 
function of the new (Adorno & Benjamin, 1999, p. 38). 

It is not difficult to see that Adorno is referring to Benjamin’s theological 
concept of nature and its muteness, which becomes an acute problem in the 
archaic scene where human language becomes indifferent to it and incapable 
to lend it voice. And the nature that springs forth from the language of this 
fallen spirit is the very myth that supports the modern illusion of progress. 
Therefore, according to Adorno’s aesthetic philosophy, even the most 
progressive spiritual realities, such as the products of artistic creativity, are 
deeply entangled with nature in a way that cannot be conceptualized 
straightforwardly, but instead read as constellations or riddles whose answer 
“lights it up suddenly and momentarily and consumes it at the same time” 
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(Adorno, 2000, p. 32). His philosophy of music (and art in general) is 
therefore also a philosophy of nature—or more precisely it is a dialectical 
philosophy of the natural in the spiritual (myth) and of the mute nature that 
human language ultimately resists. In this way, philosophy is not stable, but 
wholly dependent on the material world it tries to overcome (myth, language) 
and the nature it tries to reach (the mute), which is constantly mixed up 
through the consistency and inconsistency of language and thought. “At its 
most materialistic, materialism comes to agree with theology. Its great desire 
would be the resurrection of the flesh, a desire utterly foreign to idealism, the 
realm of the absolute spirit” (Adorno, 1973, p. 207). 
 

7. Concluding Note on Revolution 
 

To conclude this somewhat impressionistic discussion, I wish to recall the 
first statement, where Adorno insisted on the continuation of philosophy on 
the grounds that the moment of its realization was missed. As I have tried to 
show, this statement can be understood as a Marxist meta-comment on the 
limitations of Marxist and revolutionary thought in an age that differ 
considerably from the age of Marx.  

However, even though this interpretation is fair enough, it will still be 
rather uninteresting as long as one does not go deeper into the paradoxical 
revolutionary quality that Adorno tries to shield by claiming that “activism 
[Aktionismus] is irrational” and “activism [Aktionismus] is regressive” 
(Adorno 1998, pp. 271; 273). I have tried to shed light on this revolutionary 
quality by referring both to a Benjaminian messianism and a Benjaminian 
theology of language that might be seen as an important impulse for Adorno. 
Even though I have given a series of examples where Adorno is speaking 
“theologically” himself, the messianic influence is not as explicit in his 
thought as it is in Benjamin. In Adorno’s texts the problem is more often 
presented as a negative utopia or as a conceptual praxis aware of its own 
impossibility.  

Politically speaking, Adorno’s revolutionary trait is not very fruitful in 
the sense that it can lead to a wholly new situation. Adorno denies the 
newness of everything new: the new is the archaic, and the archaic is new. 
However, if one follow his line of thought back to its theological roots, he still 
works from the perspective, or an idea, of a possibility of the wholly new—
the new creation. The theological in Adorno may be reduced to a moment in 
the philosophical conception the dialectic of this world, but it is still there to 
lend movement to thought. This moment of theological newness in the very 
idea of philosophical thinking is a complete newness, which cannot be 
brought into the framework of the old, and it is only possible to cling onto if 
one rejects the idea that completion and perfection are part of the dialectic that 
we face in this world. Adorno’s and Benjamin’s mentioning of the messianic 
light is related to this final incapability of thought to stand on its own, and, 
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more importantly, to thought’s tendency to hubris, which means that it 
constantly alienates itself from this world and into a mythological distortion of 
it.  

To orient oneself politically in this world, therefore, means to be able to 
dispense with a strong notion of truth in light of a revolutionary theological 
vision that is at hand only as untruth. Truth is to be philosophically grasped 
through a meticulous interpretative work within the limits of the experience of 
this world, guided by the utopian hope that things must change—always 
remembering that the change is not in the hands of thought. In a lecture on 
history and freedom, Adorno underlines precisely this: “no embodiment of 
spirit that sets out to oppose the course of the world, can be true or false in 
and for itself—or rather, independently of its relation to that reality” (Adorno, 
2007, p. 58). 

To put it differently, the messianic revolutionary moment is locked into 
philosophy, and thought is once again entangled with what it set out to 
overcome. In this way, it becomes focused on the negative in order to reach 
for a dimension of universality that resides in its antagonistic relation to 
reality. This philosophical universality, however, is not the universality that 
humanity and philosophy has dreamt of since it was expelled from paradise. 

Universal history must be construed and denied. After the catastrophes 
that have happened and in view of the catastrophes to come, it would be 
cynical to say that a plan for a better world is manifested in history and 
unites it. Not to be denied for that reason, however, is the unity that 
cements the discontinuous, chaotically splintered moments and phases of 
history—the unity of the control of nature, progressing to rule over men, 
and finally to that over men’s inner nature. No universal history leads 
from savagery to humanitarianism, but there is one leading from the 
slingshot to the megaton bomb (Adorno, 1973, p. 320). 

If this negative universality is seen as the theoretical outcome of philosophy 
that missed its moment to be realized, I would argue that Adorno’s critical 
theory at least does not stand in absolute conflict with the contemporary 
discourse on revolution outside the European and Marxist context. The 
revolutionary activities for instance in Egypt, Libya and Tunisia in 2011 
resemble a post-Marxist stance of the kind that Holloway et al. criticize in 
their attempt to frame the political value of Adorno’s thought.  

In this context, I think especially of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri 
and the democratic hopes they have invested in the multitude (Hardt & Negri, 
2005). Since the first parliamentary elections in Egypt after the revolution 
were carried through in 2011, giving Muhammad Mursi control over post-
revolutionary politics, his regime already has been dethroned by the military 
and a new post-post-revolutionary situation has been instituted. And, 
shockingly enough, a majority of the Egyptian people seems now to be in 
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sympathy with the new military leadership! (Circumstances are changing 
rapidly during the summer of 2013, when this conclusion is being written).  

This situation is chaotic, indeed, but one can at least see clearly that the 
overthrown forces—the old inheritance from Mubarak’s regime—were far 
from obviated by the “multitude’s” forceful dethronement of the ruling class. 
Hence in the Egyptian case nothing seems clear about the revolutionary power 
of the people. People who stood firmly behind the revolution back in 2011, 
those who cannot accept either Mursi or the new military leadership, are now 
speaking with a new kind of language: “the revolution lives on, although in 
silence.” But is this still revolution? 

Whatever will come out of the situation in Egypt, one can conclude that 
the unredeemed system (the whole) is much more cunning in its resistance 
and perhaps not so easy to frame as, for instance, Hardt and Negri’s notion of 
“empire” suggests. In that sense, Adorno’s messianic interpretation of the 
revolutionary moment—as the critical insight about the impossibility of a 
total renewal—is still valid and important because it helps us to avoid 
underestimating the problem of positive political concepts, such as the 
multitude, and it warns us about the acute risk that such an abstract political 
notion easily may degenerate into a new transcendental subjectivity. 
Heightened revolutionary rhetoric is always ambivalent, no matter how 
commendable it might be.  
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