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CONTESTING HIERARCHICAL OPPOSITIONS:
THE DIALECTICS OF ADORNO AND LACAN

CLAUDIA LEEB

Introduction

capitalist societies are plagued by the pre_valence of a series of
lgig(ci)esgftlionsli such as the subject/object, theO}*)'//pra(':tlce, an}ii the mmf/ﬁfii
opposition. The problem with these oppositions i that t §yhappeli o
absolute opposition and in a hierarchical relation, whlg ) rPa ets the
negative pole (the object, practice and the body) appear in cfe‘u(_)r to (he
positive pole. In my previous work I have sh(_)wn t_hat t@e in gnor k;i)n °
is (often unconsciously) linked to women, racial minorities an dworhOkgiS
class people, which leads 11:0 injustices towards these groups and up.
i ies themselves. .
the I;E;az(e:}rlltral questions that concern me ip this essay are the f(l)lllo:vllilgé
How are these oppositions connected and different from one another? o
what can we do to challenge them .and d.eal with the injustices iy
engender? I read Adorno in conjunction with Lacan to find aflsglers hc;
these questions, showing that at the center qf Adorno gr.ld Lacakrll sd.ﬂ(?u;c,vnt
is an effort to expose and challenge hiera.rchlcal opposmons. T eltl Erfhe
languages these thinkers employ in this enterprise are a resudi ©
theoretical traditions they draw on: Adorno draws on Marx and Laca
dravgo?):flesz‘:lidomo goes beyond Marx and' Lacan goes beyogd Fr@uc}
because of two central concepts we find in their thought: the non—l'de?lui?
in Adorno and the Real in Lacan.” In a recent article, I explained t t}
commonalities and differences betwec?n these (_:qncepts as a 1Ilneansthi)1t
challenging the hierarchical subject/object opposition. I have s (Xtin .
the non-identical and the Real point to the remainder in concepts ( ' orItlhe
and signifiers (Lacan), which tells us that we cannot fully. theonzeﬂ'ne
subject. At the same time, these concepts allow us to theorlze.an ou ihe
of a subject, which is necessary if we are to effect transformations in

socio-political sphere.®
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In this article T deepen and expand on the combinative effect of
Adorno and Lacan as a means of explaining in what ways the
subject/object opposition is connected to the mind/body and theory/praxis

- opposition and what we can do to challenge these oppositions. Although

at the core of both thinkers’ projects is an attempt to expose hierarchies,
Adorno, more than Lacan, explains the dialectical relation of oppositions
and their link to a particular society and historical moment—to modern,
capitalist societies. Lacan, on the other side, allows us to get a better grasp
on central themes, such as subject-formation and the relation between
subject and object,

Neither Adorno nor Lacan is easily accessible. This is one reason why
many scholars shy away from an engagement with their theoretical
frameworks. However, their difficult writing, which makes it perhaps
impossible to fully understand them, points towards the fruitful moment of
the non-identical and the Real, as it opens up a space to appropriate and
refine Adorno and Lacan’s thought. If that space is closed in an attempt to
fully grasp them, our theorizing is in danger of becoming what Adorno
called “identity thinking,” a thinking that contributes to oppression instead
of alleviating it.

Adorno and Lacan are placed at the margins of political theory. A
reason for this is their radical critique of the autonomy of the subject,
which critique led to the false accusation that they did away with the
subject altogether, a line that has been predominant in continental thought
since the late 1960’s. Since they dispense with the subject, so the critique
runs, their thought is not fit for political theory, which needs a subject that
is not completely determined by objective structures if the subject is to be
in a position to effect change.

The first section, “Adorno and Lacan on the Subject/Object
Dialectics,” challenges such a critique. It explains that although both of
these thinkers critique the primacy of the subject, they do not dispense
with the subject altogether. Rather, their conceptions of the non-identical
and the Real allow us to think about a subject who is capable of
challenging injustice in the socio-political sphere without becoming
oppressive. Moreover, Lacan’s starting out from the objective dimension
in his theory of the subject challenges those readings that accuse him—and
psychoanalysis in general—of reducing socio-political phenomena to the
psyche of the subject,

The second section, “A Failed Subject/Object Dialectics,” explains
what happens if the subject sets herself as prior to and above the object
and we are confronted with a hierarchical subject/object opposition: we are
led into the Lacanian dimension of the imaginary, where the subject
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falsely believes herself to be autonomous from the objective dimension,
whereas she is in fact ruled by it. Lacan assists us here to grasp the
Adornian assertion that the subject is more radically mediated by the
object than the other way around. Adorno, on the other hand, allows us to
grasp the socio-political dimension of the imaginary domain.

The third section, “Alienation, Conformity and the Myth of Science,”
shows that a hierarchical subject/object opposition leads to alienated
subjects who conform to the status quo instead of challenging it. It explains
Adorno and Lacan’s similar treatment of science and enlightenment
rationality as contributing to alienation and conformity in capitalist
societies. Whereas Adorno shows us that the blind repetition of facts leads
to the subject’s conformity, Lacan explains that conformity is the result of
the threat of punishment. Both thinkers show us that we find the
hierarchical subject/object opposition in both enlightenment rationality
and myth.

The fourth section, “The Mind/Body Opposition and Fascism,” traces
in what ways a failed subject/object dialectics is connected to the
hierarchical mind/body opposition. Both Adorno and Lacan attacked the
hierarchical mind/body opposition, where we find the “despised body”
above the “pure mind.” This opposition leads to cold subjects who have
ceased to have any care for one another. Without such coldness the
disasters of modernity, such as fascism, could not have been possible.
This section challenges those critics who accuse Adorno and Lacan of
abstracting from the body and merely focusing on the mind.

The fifth section, “Adorno, Lacan and the Possibility of a Political
Praxis of Change,” shows how the hierarchical theory/praxis opposition is
connected to the mind/body opposition. It explains that both thinkers
employ a dialectical approach to the theory/praxis opposition and as such
do not aim to do away with praxis, as they are often accused of trying to
do. Rather, both authors are concerned with a pseudo-praxis that abstracts
from theory. This section also shows that we can arrive at a political
praxis of change only via a subject who acknowledges the moment of non-
completion, and as such remains an outline.

The sixth and last section, “Feminism and the Challenge to
Hierarchical Oppositions” applies some of the themes discussed in the
earlier sections with the aim of thinking about how we can address and
redress the gender, class and racial injustices in contemporary societies. It
shows the centrality of mediation in challenging hierarchical oppositions
and explains the necessity of challenging the (often unconscious) linkage
of women, racial minorities and working-class people to the negative poles
of hierarchical oppositions. Furthermore, it proposes an outline of a
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feminist subject to address the concerns of all women through non-whole
concepts.

I. Adorno and Lacan on Subject/Object Dialectics

Like Adprno, Lacan argues that it is impossible to unify oppositions once
they split in reality: “When one gives rise to two, there is never a return
They don’t revert to making one again, even if it is a new one. Azy‘l'ue‘bz,t;'z(g-y
is one of philosophy’s pretty little dreams.”* However, Adorno, more than
Lacar_l, helps us understand that philosophy’s little dream of ,Aufhebung
contrlbl}tes to the lie that a society is free of antagonism. For Adorno
oppositions are both real and a semblance. They are a semblance insofar
as they appear as absolute opposites and in a hierarchical relation,

Yet they are at the same time real, insofar as they are the expression of
the Gespaltenheit (rivenness) of a society.” Attempts to get rid of the
Spalte by uni_fying them, or by pretending that they do not exist, are for
Adomo.nqthmg else but “an oblique projection of pacified, no longer
an'tag_onlstéc conditions upon the coordinates of supremacist, oppressive
thinking.” Adorno finds such oppressive thinking in sociological theories
that propagate a “classless society.” By insinuating a false picture of class
harmony, such theories blind people to the actual existence of class
antagonism.’

In Qrder to challenge hierarchical oppositions and the forms of
oppression they engender, both Adorno and Lacan argue that we need to
wake up. from the dream of Aufhebung. However, this “awakening”
comes Wlth a danger: once we realize the impossibility of either unifying
oppositions or doing away with them, there is a problematic tendency to
characterlze them as absolute. “If the dualism of subject and object were
laid down as a basic principle,” argues Adorno, “it would . . . be another

Ir}onisfn. Absolute duality would be unity.”® Adorno and Lacan (albeit
differently) used the concept of “mediation” to avoid any false unity.’

Mediation implies in Adorno’s thought that opposite poles are both

depfendgnt upon and independent from each other. The moment one pole
denies its dependence on the other pole and sets itself up as first, we are
.colnfrc_Jnted with a hierarchy between the two poles—and w,ith that
injustice sets in.'® Mediation requires us to recognize, argues Adorno, that
sul?Ject and object “are neither an ultimate duality nor a screen hiding
ultlmgte.unity. They constitute one another since by virtue of such
constitution, they depart from each other.”"" The moment the subject sets
herself as prior and above the object, oppression sets in.!?
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Lacan’s theory of the subject explains then what Adorno means by the
argument that subject and object constitute each other. The subject is
constituted in the symbolic domain, the domain of language, or the Other
with a capitalized O via the signiﬁ;;r.13 The subject becomes a subject
through identifying with the signifier, which explains the objective
moment in subjectivity and why the subject is constituted by the object.™
However, the subject at the same time constitutes the symbolic domain,
insofar as she (re)creates signifiers, and with that the symbolic order,
which explains the subjective moment in the objective dimension.

Lacan’s theory of the subject can help us also to get a deeper
understanding of Adorno’s argument that subject and object at the same
time depart from each other. Here it is necessary to introduce the
Lacanian domain of the Real. In Lacan’s theory of the subject, the
subject’s identification with the signifier still does not allow her to become
entirely whole either, because there is a hole in the w/hole of the symbolic
order and its signifiers, which refers to the Real. The Real is linked to the
imaginary and the symbolic, but it is neither symbolic nor imaginary. Its
constitution lies at the juncture of the symbolic and the imaginary.”’

The Real is an element in the symbolic domain that resists absolute
symbolization. Since the subject only becomes a subject through
identifying with the signifier, the moment of the Real demonstrates that
the object fails to fully determine the subject, which opens up the subject’s
possibility of challenging the symbolic order and its signifiers. The
moment of the hole in the signifier also entails the subject’s failure to fully
determine the objective dimension.'® There can therefore be no ultimate
unity between subject and object since both remain non-whole in the
symbolic domain.

What Lacan expresses with the moment of the Real in the signifier,
Adorno expresses with the moment of the non-identical in the concept:"’
«The name of dialectics says no more, than that objects do not go into
concepts without leaving a remainder, that they come to contradict the
traditional norm of adequacy.”® In addition, Lacan expresses the moment

of the Real as the “remainder” (un reste) in the signifier. The moment of

the Real and the moment of the non-identical are a critical force insofar as
they interrupt any totality in the signifier (Lacan) or the concept (Adormo),.

Adorno challenges the primacy of the subject by starting out from
what the subject aimed to render inferior: the object. Similarly, Lacan
decenters the subject by showing us that the subject is a result of the
signifier, or the objective dimension. However, this “starting out” from
the objective dimension does not imply that these thinkers have given up
on the subject altogether. Rather, the moment of the non-identical and the
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Real allows us to think about a subject who necessarily needs to remain an
outline, to avoid the dangers of what Adorno terms identity or totalizing
thinking."

.For Adorno, doing away with the subject or the proposal of some
notion of a “pure object” is problematic since it is nothing else but “the
very reflection of abstract subjectivity: only it makes the Other like itself
through abstraction.”” According to Adorno, we need a subject, who
ackl}gwledges the non-identical, to counter hierarchical opposition,s. In
addition, Lacan’s starting out from the objective dimension to explain the
emergence of the subject does not imply a desire to do away with the
su'bject altogether. Lacan makes clear that only a subject who identifies
with the signifier can escape the violence characteristic of the imagina
domain,*! v

' The moment the subject denies her mediatedness with the object (and
with denial glosses over the moment of the non-identical and the Real), we
are confronted with a hierarchical subject/object relation. If ’ the
subject/o_bject dialectics fails, then the ego instead of the subject is born.
Lacan distinguishes the ego in the imaginary from the subject in the
symbo_lic domain: “If speech does not mediate between the subject and the
othc*er,2 21t is only violence and a reduction of the other to the functions of the
ego.” The violence that a failed subject/object dialectics engenders will
be further explored in the following sections.

A reading of Lacan with Adorno allows us to get a deeper
understanding of the mediated nature of the subject/object opposition.
With the notion of identification in his theory of the subject, Lacan shows
us why and how the subject is constituted by the objective dimension. The
relation of the subject to the symbolic order and its signifiers explains
further how and why the subject also constitutes the objective dimension.
Moreover, the moment of the Lacanian Real, which implies parallels with
thg moment of the Adornian non-identical, explains why subject and
object also depart from each other.

A reading of Adorno with Lacan allows us to historicize Lacan and
th§reby to understand that a failed subject/object dialectics is prevalent in
this particular form in what Adorno calls “late capitalist societies,” where

we find a Gespaltenheit, a rivenness in society, of which hierarchical

oppositions are an expression. Moreover, the combinative theoretical

framework of Adorno and Lacan puts the concept of “mediation,” which
does not have as central a place in Lacan’s thought as in Adorno’s thought,

at the fprefront. The complementary Adorno/Lacan framework, therefore,
sheds light on subject/object dialectics.
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II. A Failed Subject/Object Dialectics

In identity thinking (which is for Adorno the predominant form of thinking
in late capitalist societies), we encounter a failed subject/object dialectics.
Here the subject aims to abstract from and set herself above the object by
declaring herself free and autonomous, the ruler of her affairs. However,
Adorno makes clear that any notion of an autonomous subject in capitalist
societies is a mere delusion since the subject is more radically mediated by
the object than the other way around: “The object is also mediated, but,
according to its own concept,” he argues, “it is not so thoroughly
dependent upon subject as subject is dependent upon objectivity.”?
Lacan’s dimension of the imaginary supports Adorno’s argument
about the subject’s radical mediation by the object. Lacan does not
himself link the imaginary to capitalism. Rather, it is my reading of
Adorno with Lacan—which asserts a failed subject/object dialectics in
both the imaginary and capitalism—that supports such a link. In the
imaginary domain, the subject (or more precisely the ego) is more
radically mediated by the object than the other way around since the
subject is nothing else but the object. As Lacan puts the matter, the “I is

an other (Je est un autre)”* Lacan introduces two forms of identification

to explain the (failed) subject/object dialectics.

Whereas in the symbolic domain the subject identifies with the
signifier to become a subject, in the imaginary domain she aims at total
identification with an idealized, whole image of an other with a small o—
either the fellow human being or the subject’s mirror image, which refers
to identity thinking.”> The mirror stage is the original adventure in which
the subject, for the first time,”® obtains an imaginary mastery over her
body via identification with an idealized “whole” image of an other. This
mastery is imaginary because it is premature in relation to real mastery.

The mirror stage is, therefore, the moment that allows the subject, for
the first time, the experience of “conceiving of [her/Jhimself as other than
[s/The is?7  Any notion of an autonomous ego is then for Lacan so
“deluded that one has to start by shedding the scales from one’s eyes, as to
realize what kind of illusion one has fallen prey.””® Adorno exposes such
an illusion in what he terms identity thinking. In identity thinking the
subject aims to fully identify the object, and with that act to do away with
the non-identical moment in the concept. Adorno refers here to the
centrality of identification by terming identity thinking also identifying
thinking.

However, Lacan’s two notions of identification in the imaginary and
symbolic domain allow us to understand why identification is central in
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bqth _1dent1ty and what Adorno terms dialectical thinking. In dialectical
tlpnkmg thg subject acknowledges the remainder in the concept instead af
d¥scardmg it. However, dialectical thinking is for Adorno not radical?

.dlffer.enj[ from identity thinking because “we cannot think witho};
1dept1fym.g. Any definition is identification.”® In dialectical thinkinu

V&"hlch pom_ts to the Lacanian symbolic identification, the subject does ngi
aim at full 1de_ntiﬁcation, but acknowledges the non-identical,

"ljhe c_reatlon of signifiers without a consideration of the Real or the
non-identical leads to the creation of fixed signifiers.  This has
consequences for the subject, who, to become a subject, has to subject
herself to t_he signifier.*® In Book XI, Lacan explains the ,double funcgion
of thc? signifier that “functions as a signifier only to reduce the subject in
question to no more than a signifier, to petrify the subject in the same
m.ov.ement in which it calls the subject to function, to speak, as subject,”!
Similarly, Adorno argues that the prevalence of concepts, in which .the
moment of non-identity is discarded, leads to the suﬂeri;g of subject:
subsumed under fixed concepts. s

. Although Adorno shows us at certain points in his thought that identity
thmkmg lfeads to the creation of the ego, he does not, like Lacan, make a
sharp dlstlgction between the subject and the ego, and he uses the,se terms
some'what .mterchangeably. The consequence of this limitation is that at
_certa1'n points he even proposes a strengthening of the ego to counter
identity thinking.”> However, Lacan makes clear that any notion of ego
does not lead us out of, but rather perpetuates, identity thinkin,
Nongtheless, Adorno is at certain points in his writing also aware thi
identity thinking and the ego are connected.

Adqrnp acknowledges for example the problematic American
appropriation of Freudian psychoanalysis, which stresses the autonomous
functlog of the ego. For him this appropriation is a misreading that turns
the radical char.acter of Freudian analysis into identity thinking. For
Adorno, “Freudian psychoanalysis does not so much help to wea.ve the
appearance of individuality as it destroys it.”* If the autonomy of the ego
}‘s declared, th.en Freudian theory becomes, according to him, nothing else
stt:tlfl Sa(riltcl)(‘gl-lgr4 mstrument to integrate psychical motions into the societal

In a _51m11ar vein as Adorno, Lacan critiques the American
appropriation of Freudian psychoanalysis. “Freud wanted to avoid the
mirage .of the famous total personality,” argues Lacan, “that hasn’t failed
to regain the upper hand throughout the entire American school which
continues to relish the term, promoting the restoration of the primacy of
the ego. This is a complete misrecognition of Freud’s teaching.”® Like
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Adorno, Lacan argues that a primacy of the ego in psychoanalysis, which
asks the analysand to identify with the ego of the psychoanalyst, leads to
nothing else but the subject’s adaptation to the status quo.*

In Zu Subjekt und Objekt, Adorno explains further that “the solidity of
the epistemological ego is modeled after the unreflected experience of the
enduring, identical object.””” Lacan’s theory of the subject can help us
understand how such “modeling” comes about and why any “solidity” of
the ego is delusional. Lacan argues that the subject cannot achieve any
solidity via the imaginary identification with an other. Rather, on the
imaginary plane, any wholeness threatens to dissolve at every moment.
This fundamental precariousness of the ego has consequences for both the
subject (or more precisely the ego) and the other in the imaginary relation.

The subject aims to shore up her fragile ego through successive
identifications with an idealized whole other that place the subject in a
state of dependence relative to an idealized, forced image of an other—
which leads to Lacan’s argument that any notion of an autonomous ego is
deceptive.®®  Moreover, the imaginary identification has negative
consequences for the other. The subject’s compulsion to reach an
impossible identity leads to violence towards the other because the other is
reduced to an ideal whole image of the subject, which Lacan underlines
with the statement that, in the imaginary domain, “the other is me (moi).”

Like Lacan, Adomo explains the violence inherent in the subject’s
denial of her mediatedness with the object: “Once radically separated from
the object,” he argues, “[the] subject reduces the object to itself.>* A
difference between Adorno and Lacan lies in their hope of reconciliation
between the subject and the object. Lacan, more than Adorno, is critical of
the notion of reconciliation. For him a reconciled state, or utopia, bears all
the dangers of the imaginary, where we discover the philosophical
imperialism of annexing difference, a problem I found in Adorno’s
writings on the working-class woman as a utopian construction.

A reading of Lacan with Adorno has allowed us to gain a deeper
understanding of Adorno’s argument that in capitalist societies the subject
is more radically mediated by the object than the other way around.
Lacan’s notion of the imaginary has helped us also to explain why any
notion of “autonomy” is delusional in such societies. Moreover, Lacan’s
two conceptions of symbolic and imaginary identification explain in more
detail the centrality of identification in both identity and dialectical
thinking. A reading of Adorno with Lacan has allowed us, then, to see the
connection between a failed subject/object dialectics in the imaginary and
capitalism.
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II. Alienation, Conformity and the Myth
of Modern Science

- A failed subject/object dialectics not only has negative consequences for

the pbject, i!: also has negative consequences for the subject. Although the
subject’s primacy announces her rule over the object, Adorno argues that
shfe pays for such a rule because identity thinking leads to her fundamental
alfenc_mon from the object. “The more relentlessly our identitarian
thlnl.qng pesets its object,” argues Adorno, “the farther will it take us from
the identity of the object.™ The hierarchical subject/object opposition
leads to a state of alienation, which for Adorno (following Marx) is
pervasive in capitalist societies.

Lacan also shows us the centrality of alienation in the imaginary as a
consequence of a failed subject/object dialectics. There is alienation also
in the. symbolic domain because of the presence of the Real, which
underlines .the subject’s inability ever to become whole. Howe,ver for
Lacan the imaginary domain marks alienation as such.”® Since the ’ego
argues Lacan in an often-cited statement, “proceeds from a fragmenteci
image of the body to what I will call an ‘orthopedic’ form of its totality,”
she ends up with the “donned armor of an alienating identity that wi,ll
mark [her/]his entire mental development with a rigid structure.”**

_Lagag fails to explain the societal forces that have an interest in
maintaining an absolute subject/object opposition. Adorno is helpful in
this regard since he shows us that it is specifically late capitalist societies
Fhat pr_opagate the notion of an “autonomous subjectivity” with the aim of
impairing any insight into the objective conditions of subjectivity—an
impairment that is crucial for such societies to fimction. “The more
mdn{lduals are in effect degraded into functions within the societal
‘fotallty,” he argues, “the more the person pure and simple, as a principle
is cheered up and exalted with the attributes of creative power. absolute:,
rule, and spirit.”* ,

Lacap fails to explain the vested societal forces upholding the delusion
that subjects rule even in the midst of their domination by society.
How.ever, Lacan supports Adorno’s argument with his formula S/s, which
implies that the signifier S (the objective dimension or society) reigns
abo_ve the signified s (the subject) and not the other way around.”* The
subject falsely believes herself to be independent of the object. However.
the subject is ruled by society, albeit not completely, because of thé
presence of the Real, which refers to the /, or the arbitrary relation between
signifier S and the signified s.
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Lacan, moreover, in much the same way as Adorno, attacks Western
philosophy and the sciences that reduce knowledge by making it adequate
to the one. For him, such attempts are nothing but an instrument of power,
in which the subjectivity of the object is destroyed: “In the end, the object
is ever like that for science, and there is only ever one subject—the
scientist who considers the whole.”*” The consequence of this fact is that
any “truth” of the object becomes “a function of mirage, in which the
subject refinds [her/Jhimself only as misrecognition and negation,”*

In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer attack the
mirage of modern science. They show us that this mirage effect proceeds
via equivalence, which makes the dissimilar comparable by reducing
everything to abstract numbers. As a consequence, mathematical theorems
became the epitome of modern science as well as Enlightenment thought,
Their central aim is to arrive at the Entzauberung (disenchantment) of the
world: “To the Enlightenment,” argue the authors, “that which does not
reduce to numbers, and ultimately the one, becomes ilfusion; modern
positivism writes it off as literature,”*

Instead of disenchanting the world, modern science effected its
Verzauberung (reenchantment), which leads us to a central thesis in
Dialectic of Enlightenment: “Myth is already enlightenment; and
enlightenment reverts to mythology.”® With an interpretation of Homer’s
epic hero Odysseus—the first prototype of the modern subject—Adorno
and Horkheimer aim to show us that in myth we already find
enlightenment rationality: “[Myth is] the original form of the objectifying
definition, in which thing and concept are separated. The same form is
already far advanced in the Homeric epic and confounds itself in modern
positivist science.”!

At the moment when modern science believes that it has rid itself of
myth, it has actually returned to myth. At this moment science becomes
an instrument of power for the existing order (hence the notion of
instrumental rationality) because its main procedure, the mathematical
procedure, decides the outcome of reality from the start through the

Wiederholung (repetition) of facts.”? Like the mythical, which refers to
that which never changes, enlightenment rationality confirms facts as
unchangeable: “In both the pregnancy of the mythical image and in the
clarity of the scientific formula,” argue the authors, “the everlastingness of
the factual is confirmed.”**

Whereas Adorno stresses the moment of Wiederholung as central to
the perpetuation of the status quo, Lacan explains the threat of punishment
as crucial to the creation of conformist subjects in both myth and
modernity.  “Mythologies are aimed at installing [wo/Jman,” argues
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Lacan; “[mythologies tell her] exactly the form of punishment entailed by
the outburst that produced the disturbance.” Throughout Homer’s

~ Odyssey we learn about the punishments of those who disturb the status

quo, such as the suitors and the maids, who are murdered for engaging in
pleasurable acts with each other.’

Agcording to Lacan, the threat of punishment is also central to the
establishment of modern subjectivity, Continuing the citation above, he
argues: “As for us, we are reduced to very fearfully remaining conformist
we are afraid that we’ll go a little bit mad ag soon as we don’t say exactlj;
the same thing as everybody else. This is the situation of modern
[wo/Jman.”*® Adorno traces such a madness as the result of what he terms
the “culture industry,” which he studied during his exile in the United
States.”  The culture industry’s administered rationality proceeds by
“absorbing that which is spontaneous and not planned into planning, 58

This absorption leads to the equation of cultural goods to the status
quo through which culture’s critical impulses are largely extinguished.
The more the culture industry aims to identify everything, the less it
tolerates anything new and the more everybody must be acquainted with
the latest “novelties” in order not to feel excluded from society,
Enthusiastic participation in the culture industry stands “under the sign of
terror.” “Enthusiasm,” Adorno writes, “not merely betrays an unconscious
cagerness to read the commands from above but already reveals the fear of
disobedience™ that marks out the fascist subject.

This section has explained why a hierarchical subject/object opposition
leads to alienated and conformist subjects. It has also covered Adorno and
Lacan’s similar treatment of science and enlightenment rationality as
contributing to alienation and conformj , whose beginnings both authors
trace in myth. Whereas Adorno suggests that the blind repetition of facts
leads to the subject’s conformity, Lacan explains that conformity is the
result of the threat of punishment. Adorno shows us, moreover, that
conformity, which he characterizes as a result of the culture industry,
implies the potential for fascism, ’

IV. The Mind/Body Opposition and Fascism

Adorno’s reference to fascism, a term he uses at certain points
interchangeably with the culture industry, makes us aware of the potential
for fascism inherent in the culture industry. However, Adorno does not
§onﬂate “the mass extermination of Jews on the one hand, and elements of
npphcit anti-Semitism in American proto-fascism, on the other,” argues
Simon Jarvis rightly. As Jarvis points out, “his emphasis on the affinities




180 The Dialectics of Adorno and Lacan

between the culture industry and fascism is directed z}gainst the
complacent assumption that fascism is a uniquely German dlso’rdgr, h}?S
nothing to do ggith capitalism, and ‘could never happen here’ [in the

i tates].” o '
Umfzgosmo e]xplains the potential for fascism ip iden_tity thln_kmg leth
another hierarchy, one closely related to the hle‘rarch}cal subject/object
opposition: the mind/body opposition. I agree with Lisa an Lee, wllllo
exposes the falsity of critiques that accuse Adorno of apstractlon ﬁom the
body.®" Throughout his works Adorno attacks the priority of th.e mind and
abstraction from the body. Hence here we are confronted with a_nother
meaning of the object in Adorno’s works: it not 0n1.y refers to the objec_tlvej
dimension (society) but also to nature and to what is natural in the subject:
her zz(i}(z.rding to Adorno, the hierarchical mind/bo@y opposition went
hand in hand with the oldest opposition, the_sepgratlon between mental
and physical labor.”> He suggests that upholding its absolu.teness b'e(‘:‘ame
the absolute purpose of those who benefited from such a hierarchy: “The
more dependent the ruling classes become on the work‘ ‘of others, .the more
they despise that work,” argues Adorno, and the more “the exploited bpdy
should be considered by those on the bottom as the worst and, 6tile mind,
into which the others were free to indulge, as the supreme good.' ,.

Lacan does not—like Adorno—trace the mind/body opposition to the
separation between mental and physical lfibor. Howeve}‘, in much the
same way as Adorno, Lacan attacks the primacy of the mmd._ In Book I,
he argues that an opposition between the mte?llectual (thg ml,I’ld) and the
affective (the body) is a “fundamental mlsunderstan’(,hng. Such a
misunderstanding “urges analysis down strange paths. Foy him, the
“affective is not like a special density, which would' escape an intellectual
accounting.”® At the same time, it would be misguided to propose a
“ ind,” in which the affective has no say.

PUfI; r‘r‘lllsg;resse am Korper,” a part of the notes and drafts at the end of
Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer trace the strange path
down which Europe’s history has been urged: bemfles 2 we}l—kx_mwn,
written history, we find “an underground historyf” which “consists in the
fate of the human instincts and passions which are supprc?ssefi and
distorted by civilization.”® Europe’s suppressiqn of the body is directly
related to its path to fascism: “The compulsive urge to crpelty and
destruction,” Adorno argues, ;‘7springs from the organic repression of the

ject’s affinity to the body.”
Suij;e find su?}; a repressi}(,)n of the subject’s affinity to the body alrc_:ady
in myth, Throughout Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer
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show us that Odysseus’ male, bourgeois subjectivity is the result of his
abstraction from his bodily desires. Although he still indulges in his
bodily desires throughout his adventures, his subjectivity is ultimately
+ established if he manages to keep his bodily desires in check, expressed by
his return to bourgeois marriage. The subject’s abstraction from her
desires has become the central feature of modern society: a society where
desires always have to wait for later,
Although we do not find in Lacan a central engagement with the Nazi
regime as we do in Adorno’s work, Lacan is aware that fascism is a result

of the subject’s abstraction from her bodily desires. He tells us about
Hitler’s arrival in Paris:

The permeable isn’t important: “T have to come to liberate you from this or
that.” The essential point is “Carry on working. Work must go on.”
Which, of course, means: “Let it be clear to everyone that this is on no
account the moment to express the least surge of desire.” The morality of
power, of the service of goods, is as follows: As far as desires are
concerned, come back later, Make them wait, 8

According to both thinkers, the morality of power, in which the subject is
required to abstract from her bodily desires, leads to a coldness that
permeates modern societies. Adorno finds such a coldness as a result of
the culture industry in the United States, where “in spite of all sententious
humanitarianism . . [the subject] becomes even colder, harder and more
pitiless.”®  This coldness is perfected in fascism, where the subject has
ceased to have any compassion for the other. Without such coldness, the
disasters of the enlightenment, such as Auschwitz, would not have been
possible,

In a similar vein as Adorno, Lacan, in Television, argues that phallic
Jouissance, which is the Jouissance that glosses over the moment of the
Real in the signifier, is a cold Jouissance.” Moreover, Like Adorno, who
is highly critical of all “sententious humanitarianism,” Lacan explains that
we can find a cold jouissance in all those humanitarian activities that aim
at the “love of one’s neighbor.” Since the good I want for the other is cast
in the image of my own Jouissance, what poses a problem for me (or my
love) is the other’s own mode of Jouissance, which must then be erased.

For Lacan, “leaving this Other to his own mode of jouissance , . .
would only be possible by not imposing our own on [her/]him, by not
thinking of [her/]him as underdeveloped.””! However, according to
Lacan, the one who deprives the other of her Jouissance also loses her
humanity. Adorno’s emphasis on the affinities between the culture
industry and fascism has obtained a certain sad truth in current politics,
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where under the guise of “humanitarianism” and bringing “development”
in the form of democracy, the United States has brought nothing but
suffering and destruction to the Middle East. ’ ' .

This section has shown that a failed subject/object dlaleetlcs leade toa
situation in which the subject abstracts from her bo§1i1y desires, and it hgs
suggested as well that neither Adorno nor Lacan aimed to do away Wlﬂi
the concept of the body. Rather, both challenged the h%erar.ch}ca
mind/body opposition. Moreover, they showed us that h.1ere.ncl_nca,1’
oppositions lead to a central coldness that parades as hx'lmamtanamsm
but that leads only to destruction, as the example of faselsm has proven.
The main focus in the remaining sections will be to consider how we can
ensure that similar disasters (which are well on their way) do not happen

again.

V. Adorno, Lacan and the Possibility
of a Political Praxis of Change

To think about a political praxis of change that allows us to ehallenge
hierarchical oppositions and thereby alleviate the grave injustices they
engender, we must take a closer look 'at Adorne and Lacan’s
understanding of political praxis. To begin with, both thmkers have been
tagged with the reputation of not having much to offer in terms of 3
political praxis, since—so the critique runs——tk‘ley are merely concerne
with “high theory” that abstracts from all considerations of praxis. Th}s
section shows that neither Adorno nor Lacan aims to do away with praxis
as such, but only with a praxis that denies its mediatedness with theery.
For Adorno, theory and praxis are neither an absolute opposition nor
an absolute unity. “[The] immediate unity of theory an.d praxis is har.dly
possible,” he argues, because “it would imitate the false '1de1.1t1ty of sub)ect
and object and would perpetuate the principle of gzommatlon 'Fhat posits
identity and that a true praxis must .oppose.”. _ Tl'le hierarchical
theory/praxis opposition, prevalent in capitalist societies, is conne_cted_to
the subject/object hierarchy. To oppose the false praxis of }dentlty
thinking, which Adorno also calls “pseudo” praxis, we must consu_ier the
dialectical relationship between theory and praxis with the notion of
] tinuity. o
dlscgz?scon%uity between theory and pra)_(is implies that the terms in th%
opposition are both dependent on and independent from each ot.hel.
Praxis cannot proceed without theory and theory cannot proceed w1th_ou?
praxis. Theory also needs a moment of independence”%om practice;
otherwise praxis will tailor theory “to fit the result it enjoys. Conversely,
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praxis needs a moment of independence from theory to be effective. The
trouble with thinking—a damaged form of praxis in capitalist societies—is
that it has become indifferent to “the task of changing the world.” That

- indifference, argues Adorno, has “made it a piece of obtuse practice, a

method and an instrumentality.””

Adorno does not, therefore, do away with praxis. Rather, like Marx in
his famous thesis eleven of Die Thesen, he opposes the praxis of thinking
that does not concern itself with the task of changing the world but merely
reinforces the status quo. Moreover, he critiques a praxis that abstracts
from theory. Such a praxis does not lead to any changes; it merely
reinforces what it charges theory with—abstraction.”® Moreover, the
primacy of theory in late capitalist society took its toll on praxis. In such a
society the stress upon praxis as the only means to effect change is
problematic, since praxis is itself damaged.

For Adorno, then, the only means by which we can effect change is
through acknowledging the mediated nature of theory and praxis.
Moreover, Lacan stresses the mediation between theory and praxis to
effect change. He introduces “analysis as a science of the particular” to
counter psychoanalytic theory’s tendency to abstract from particular
cases.””  Since analysis proceeds by a series of revelations that are
particular to each subject, argues Lacan, “the quest for truth is not entirely
reducible to the objective, and objectifying, quest of ordinary scientific
method.”™  If psychoanalytic theory abstracts from the particular, it
becomes a pseudo-praxis,

Psychoanalysis as a pseudo-praxis merely reinforces egos, which
conform to the status quo instead of challenging it. Although Lacan insists
that psychoanalytic theory needs to “start out” from particular cases for it
to become a true praxis, it would be misguided to believe that he does
away with the universal or with psychoanalytic theory altogether. “The
coming to fruition of an analysis is always a unique case,” argues Lacan,
“even if these unique cases lend themselves all the same to some
generality, since there is more than one analyst.”” For psychoanalysis to
become genuine praxis, it needs to acknowledge the mediated nature of the
relationship between theory and praxis.

Although Adorno critiques the praxis of identity thinking that

‘equalizes everything to itself as a pseudo-praxis, he does not argue that we

can do away with thinking or rationality altogether. As Jay Bernstein
rightly explains, Adorno “unswervingly affirmed the values of
Enlightenment, and believed that modernity suffered from a deficit rather
than a surplus of reason and rationality.”®® According to Adorno, we need
to think more, not less, to break the power of identity thinking. A true
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praxis of thinking is one in which we acknowledge the moment of non-
identity or the Real—and with the acknowledgement of that moment, the
mediated nature of the relationship between oppositions as well.

In order to arrive at a political praxis of change, it is crucial to trace the
emergence of the theory/practice opposition as closely linked with the
emergence of the subject/object opposition. “At the same time as the
Cartesian doctrine of two substances ratified the dichotomy of subject and
object,” argues Adorno, “literature for the first time portrayed praxis as a
dubious undertaking on account of its tension with reflection.”  Again,
Adorno does not here critique praxis as such. Rather, he critiques the
primacy of the subject that made praxis a dubious undertaking by falsely
asserting an absolute opposition between praxis and reflection (theory).

For our thinking to become a praxis of change that is in a position to
break the power of identity thinking, it is crucial, therefore, to challenge
the primacy of the subject. As explained earlier, we can challenge the
hierarchical subject/object relation by acknowledging the necessity for
mediation between subject and object and by starting out from the
objective dimension in our thinking about the subject. Moreover, and
perhaps most central, we can introduce the moment of the Real and the
non-identical to theorize the subject as an outline. It is also important to
grasp the connection between the hierarchical subject/object and
mind/body opposition.

According to Adorno, both the subject/object and the mind/body
opposition can be traced back to the oldest division between physical and
intellectual labor.¥? The primacy of the subject implies, then, that she
abstracts not only from the objective dimension (society) but also from the
bodily dimension, and with that her desires, which term refers to the two
meanings of the object in Adorno’s thought: society and bodily desires.
To counter a pseudo-praxis, which we find most centrally expressed in
fascism, it is crucial to challenge the subject’s abstraction from her bodily
desires. :

One means to challenge a society in which abstraction reigns is to take
seriously the desires and fears that the moment of non-identity and the
Real incites. Although Adorno is aware that desire and fear are at the
basis of the pseudo-praxis of identity thinking,®® Lacan elaborates this in
more detail by relating the moment of the Real to trauma®* The subject’s
recognition that she remains “a subject-with-holes (sujet troué)™ is a
traumatic moment, a moment that leads to her desire to reach an
impossible wholeness and, consequently, to a compulsion to reach an
identity expressible in identity thinking.
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_The obj.et petit a is, gccording to Lacan, the historically contingent
oquct that,‘ in an unconscious fantasy, takes on the function of concealing
the impossibility of attaining the whole.*® Lacan shows us that men create

- women as objet petit a in order to conceal the impossibility of reaching

wholeness. I have shown how working-class woman serves as objet petit
a in Adomno’s thought, and the ways in which money serves as object petit
a to glosgs7 over the instability of the commodity form in relation to Marx’s
thought. In order to counter hierarchical oppositions, it is therefore
crumal_ to uncover these unconscious fantasy objects and give them up.

This section has explained Adorno and Lacan’s dialectical approach to
the theory/praxis opposition, making it clear that both thinkers hardly aim
to do away with praxis as such. Rather, they challenge a pseudo-praxis
that dem_es its mediated relationship with theory and does not lead to
changes in the socio-political sphere. I have also suggested that for praxis
to become a political praxis of change, it must grasp the interconnection
betwegl} the theory/praxis opposition, subject/object and the mind/body
oppositions. Only if we see this interconnection between oppositions and
challenge all of them will the road for political change open up.

VI.. Feminism and the Challenge to Hierarchical
Oppositions

For feminism to arrive at a political praxis of change, it needs to
ac_knowledge subject/object dialectics. The delusion of the subject’s
primacy has not only been central to the functioning of capitalist society, it
has a_tlso been central to the operations of patriarchy and white society. I,By
making women, racial minorities and working-class people believe that
that 'Fhe}_' are autonomous subjects and the rulers of their affairs, the
(coptlnplpg) aim has been to blind them to the objective conditions of,their
subJe.ctlvmes. Such a blindness has been and continues to be central to
keeping men, whites and the dominant classes in positions of power.

. At the same time, it would be misguided to establish a new opposition
this time with the object on top and the subject on bottom. It is central t<;
dfacente'r the primacy of the subject by starting out from the objective
dgnenS}on. However, it is also crucial to grasp that the objective
dimension fails to fully determine the subject because of the moment of
tl}e Real and the non-identical in the signifier. Although societal structures
aim to keep women, racial minorities and working-class people in a
sub_Jef:ted position, there remains, at least at a minimum, the possibility of
resisting objective structures in the moment of the hole in the signifier.
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Women, as an example, have to subject themselves to the signifier
“woman” to become women. The problem with the signifier woman is
that it has been constructed by generations of subjects without a
consideration of the moment of non-identity and the Real. As a
consequence, this signifier circulates in the dominant fashion in current
societies, implying at base “mother and wife.,” Feminist thinkers such as
Carry Hull have shown us that the subsumption of all women under this
concept leads to suffering for all women who do not neatly fit into the
boundaries of the signifier, such as women who decide #not to become
mothers.®®

Although women only become women through identifying with the
signifier or concept “woman,” the crucial insight of the Adorno/Lacan
connection is that this concept fails to fully determine what women are all
about because of the moment of non-identity or the Real. In such
moments of failure, those women who have been excluded by the
dominant signifier can step forward and redefine what it means to be a
woman. It is precisely in the gap between the object and the subject
(which marks their dialectical moment) where political change becomes a

possibility.

However, such a “step forward”—and with it a political praxis of -

change—is not an easy enterprise. The myth of “woman” has been

fabricated by generations through the repetition of countless “facts” and as
such seems (almost) unchangeable. Moreover, those subjects who dare to -

step into the space that the moment of dialectics opens up and redefine the
meaning of the signifier “woman” also face the threat of very real
punishment. This threat of punishment becomes obvious, for example, in
the intimidation and sometimes physical violence against women who
resist becoming men’s wives, choosing instead to love other women. ,

For those women to be able to step forward and challenge the
symbolic domain, it is also crucial not to give up on the concept “woman”
and, with that surrender, to give up as well on the feminine subject
altogether. However, the feminine subject needs to remain an outline to
counter its own tendencies to become total. As such we need to
acknowledge that whatever we determine the signifier “woman” to be is
historically contingent and needs to remain open to change. Only if we
accept the moment of the non-identical and the Real in our
reconceptualizations of what it means to be a woman can our political
praxis lead to change. »

If we fail to accept this moment and try to close the signifier “woman”
in our redefinitions, then our praxis of thinking will become petrifying in
future for women who have to subject themselves to an inadequate
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tsﬂlgn.lﬁ_er to become “v_vomen.” Perhaps the weakness of the current
eminist movement, which largely fails to appeal to and is alienated fr
younger women, is a result of identity thinking, as expressed in n o
conceptions of what being a “feminist” means. For the feminist mov. ment
to invite younger women in and strengthen itself, it is crucial to inc] Zme}?t
concept c_)f the non-identical and the Real in its theory and praxis Hethe
" t"{lllle importance of the moment of non-identical and the Real here is
at they are e}lwgys present to challenge any total conceptions. Even if
recreate Fhe 's1gn1ﬁer “woman” as fixed and with that recreatic;n contrib “;e
to al‘l‘ obJe,ctwe domain that leads to oppression, we can never fyll r; ;
thfe 'tluth ’ qf women, since any such truth is an expression of i}:iegntisp
thinking, It is in the moment of untruth, then, where future generations t}f,‘
women can appropriate that concept. However, a true praxis—one thot
eeillclfcc))zs ?s tc? challenge and overcome hierarchical oppositions—makes az;
conceptit))nsl.ncorpora’[e the moment of non-completion in its own
Befc‘ause that effort is so vital, a constructive way to engage with
oppositions without resorting to identity thinking is to introdﬁce th
moment o_f the .non-identical and the Real into feminist thinking, Since the
Real/non-identical marks an “indissoluble something” between .binaries ii
allows us to acknowledge difference without fixing difference as ,an

_ absolute. The Real/non-identical tells us that we can never fully capture

zvllgegasregutzi, clafﬁ an_d rz;cial difference is all about since there is always
etween the signifier igni ich i
that resists absolute signiﬁcat(ics)zl.a e the signified (3, which s the moment
A political praxis of change can only come about i

that we cannot‘fully grasp what differenc};s mean, Hovsli\‘/z: ?lclglgrel: (111%)(:
mean that we cannot say anything about what these differenc,es imply. We
must say something in order to change the socio-political sp.here
Howevc?r, whatever we say and however forceful the concepts we use for.
addressing our concerns may be, it is important that we keep in mind that
We cannot say everything. The moment we aim at totality, our feminist
praxis b(?com_es a pseudo-praxis. A praxis of change is onej that remains
Opel% thlle' still a:cknowlledging the importance of minimal closure

arrive at a political praxis of change, it i impo
acknowledge the desires and fears that makegit difﬁzu?tlst(; ;I:lfri)rxll:atd tg
the moment of the hole in the signifier. If such passions are cast aside v%e
are in danger of reducing our attempts to challenge identity thinkin’ to
nothing but another form of such thinking. Women of color Workign -
class and queer women have shown that feminists, despite their,attem t fo
create a better world for all women, have engaged in identity thinking by
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creating a world that has only become (somewhat) more hospitable for
white, affluent women and not for the rest of their “sisters.”

Feminist scholars such as Nancy Jay have shown us, moreover, that
hierarchical oppositions contribute to the oppression of women because
the feminine is linked to negative poles such as the object, practice, the
particular and the body.® I have shown that not only women but also
working-class people and racial minorities are linked to the negative poles
of hierarchical oppositions, a linkage that contributes to their oppression.
These often unconsciously reinforced links have been and continue fo be
crucial to the establishment and perpetuation of the power of those linked
to the “superior” poles—men, the middle classes, and whites.”

In order to challenge hierarchical oppositions, it is crucial to make
ourselves conscious of them whenever they occur and to de-link
oppositions from gender, class and race.” It is moreover crucial to grasp
the connection between different hierarchical oppositions, such as the
subject/object, mind/body and theory/praxis oppositions. Only if we see
the interconnectedness of hierarchies (as well as dialectics as their defining
moment) are we in a position to do away with their hierarchical relation.
This might lead us to a better world without suffering and violence, where
subject and object are perhaps not reconciled, but acknowledge their
mediatedness.
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the negative poles, which makes the de-linking a challenging enterprise for them.
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oppositions by starting out from those poles that have been rendered as “inferior

in capitalist societies, such as the object and the body.

ART AFTER AUSCHWITZ:
ADORNO REVISITED

ELAINE MARTIN*

Das Bediirfnis Leiden beredt werden zu lassen, ist die Bedingung aller
Wahrheit,!

[The necessity of giving voice to suffering is the condition of all truth].
'—Theodor W. Adorno

“Nach Auschwitz ein Gedicht zu schreiben ist barbarisch” (It is barbaric to
write poetry after Auschwitz). There is hardly a single contribution to the
debate surrounding the representation of the Shoah that does not cite what
has become a seemingly established maxim in literary discourse pertaining
to this event.” Of Adorno’s extensive reflections on the possibilities and
limitations of art in the wake of the Shoah, this single sentence has
attracted, and indeed continues to attract, an inordinate share of attention
and has been widely interpreted as a general call for the abandonment of
art in the face of the horror. Adorno’s writings on this subject are,
however, far too involuted to license any such interpretation.* The all-too-
frequent misinterpretation of Adorno’s thought emerges when quotes are
abstracted from their context and examined in isolation from the remainder
of the text. Particularly astonishing is that in the case of the
abovementioned “maxim”—or “dictum” as it is commonly referred to—
the sentence in question constitutes a mere sub-clause of the original
German text. However, when read in isolation from its immediate textual
context and employed without reference to the overall framework of
Adorno’s thought, this pronouncement and those others most frequently
cited—in particular the so-called “Widerruf® (retraction) thesis—Ilose the
crucial dialectical quality conferred on them in the original text.. In the
following analysis I shall attempt to elucidate Adorno’s exfensive
reflections on the status of art in the wake of the Shoah and to examine
this supposed dictum not only within its immediate textual context but also
within the greater framework of Adorno’s thought, with particular
reference to his modernist critique, his reflections on the moral peril
involved in the artistic rendering of mass extermination and his critique of




