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Introduction	

- Habermas	famously	accuses	Adorno’s	theory	of	being	self-undermining	–	in	presenting	a	totalizing	
critique	of	modern	reason,	it	makes	itself	impossible.	Only	by	maintaining	intact	a	rational	criterion	
of	critique	and	thereby	a	conception	of	reason	separate	from	instrumental	reason,	can	the	
dominance	of	instrumental	reason	in	modern	society	be	criticized	and	counteracted.	Otherwise,	one	
remains	stuck	in	a	‘performative	contradiction’.		

- One	strategy	to	defend	Adorno	is	to	counter	that	Habermas	overlooks	the	notion	of	objective	reason	
operative	in	Adorno’s	(and	Horkheimer’s)	work.		

- Proposal:	situational	demands	as	manifestations	of	objective	reason	in	Negative	Dialectics.	These	
demands	relate	to	‘the	materialistic	motive	of	morality’,	without	which	moral	reason	ends	up	in	a	
‘bad	infinity	of	derivation	and	validity’	or	a	‘terrible	dialectic’.	Also,	the	idea	of	situational	demands	as	
objective	reason	provides	a	starting	point	for	an	Adornian	account	of	social	pathology.	

Situational	demands	in	Negative	Dialectics	

- Focus	on	two	passages,	which	strongly	suggest	that	Adorno	advances	a	kind	of	ethics,	albeit	one	that	
is	different	from	Kant’s	ethics	(see	also	my	Adorno’s	Practical	Philosophy,	especially	Chs.	2,	4-6).	

- (One	of	the	differences	is	that	by	‘ethics’	in	Adorno’s	work	we	cannot	mean	a	‘private	ethics’,	but	the	
Aristotelian	idea	that	conceive	of	the	ethical	as	encompassing	politics,	such	that	individual	conduct	
and	collective	conduct	are	from	the	beginning	understood	as	deeply	and	irrevocably	intertwined	(for	
better	and	for	worse).	(See	also	my	‘Adorno’s	Politics’.)	

- First	passage:	
It	is	not	in	their	nauseating	parody,	sexual	repression,	that	moral	questions	are	succinctly	posed;	it	is	
in	lines	such	as:	No	one	should	be	tortured;	there	should	be	no	concentration	camps.	…	But	if	a	moral	
philosopher	were	to	seize	upon	these	lines	and	to	exult	as	having	caught	the	critics	of	morality,	at	last	
–	caught	them	quoting	the	same	values	that	are	happily	proclaimed	by	the	philosophy	of	morals	–	his	
cogent	conclusion	would	be	false.	The	lines	are	true	as	an	impulse,	as	a	reaction	to	the	news	that	
torture	is	going	on	somewhere.	They	must	not	be	rationalized;	as	an	abstract	principle	they	would	fall	
promptly	into	the	bad	infinities	of	derivation	and	validity.	...	The	impulse	–	naked	physical	fear,	and	
the	sense	of	solidarity	with	what	Brecht	called	‘tormentable	bodies’	–	is	immanent	in	moral	conduct	
and	would	be	denied	in	attempts	at	ruthless	rationalization.	What	is	most	urgent	would	become	
contemplative	again,	mocking	its	own	urgency.	(Negative	Dialectics,	in	Gesammelte	Schriften	6:	
281/Ashton	translation,	285;	translation	amended).		

- Five	elements:	
1. Despite	Adorno’s	critique	of	morality	and	moral	philosophy,	he	is	committed	to	an	

ethics	in	a	certain	to-be-specified	sense	
2. Whatever	this	ethics	is,	it	is	not	one	that	is	principle-based	
3. Instead	morality	is	related	to	a	somatic	moment	
4. To	overlook	that	element	is	to	end	up	in	‘bad	infinities	of	derivation	and	validity’.		
5. Ethics	is	conceived	of	as	involving	situational	demands.	

- Four	of	these	five	elements	are	also	clearly	at	play	in	the	second	passage,	but	the	second	of	the	five	
appears	as	if	it	is	called	into	question.	This	is	a	mere	appearance	–	in	fact,	it	is	present	too.		
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A	new	categorical	imperative	has	been	imposed	by	Hitler	upon	human	beings	in	the	state	of	their	
unfreedom:	to	arrange	their	thoughts	and	actions	so	that	Auschwitz	will	not	repeat	itself,	so	that	
nothing	similar	will	happen.	This	imperative	is	as	refractory	to	being	grounded	as	once	the	givenness	
of	the	Kantian.	Dealing	discursively	with	it	would	be	an	outrage,	for	the	new	imperative	gives	us	a	
bodily	sensation	of	the	moral	addendum	–	bodily,	because	it	is	the	now	practical	abhorrence	of	the	
unbearable	physical	agony,	to	which	individuals	are	exposed,	even	after	individuality,	as	a	form	of	
mental	reflection,	has	begun	to	vanish.	It	is	only	in	the	unvarnished	materialistic	motive	that	morality	
survives.	(ND,	6:	358/365;	translation	amended)	

- The	idea	of	a	categorical	imperative	reaffirms	that	Adorno	holds	an	ethics.		
- The	second	passage	also	reaffirms	the	somatic	element	–	‘materialistic	motive’.		
- And	Adorno	again	emphasises	that	overlooking	this	somatic	element	by	trying	to	discursively	

ground	the	ethical	demand	in	question	is	problematic	(‘outrage’).	
- There	is	a	clear	sense	of	a	situational	demand	here,	albeit	at	a	more	general	level	than	in	the	

first	passage.	
- Despite	appearances,	Adorno	even	in	this	passage	is	not	espousing	a	principle-base	ethics.	

What	makes	the	new	categorical	imperative	‘new’	is	that	it	is	not	meant	as	an	abstract	
principle	to	rule	them	all.		

- The	new	categorical	imperative	is	formulated	in	third-personal	plural	terms	–	indicates	not	
just	a	private	ethics	for	individuals,	but	wider	Aristotelian	notion	of	ethics.		

- Other	examples	of	situational	demands	in	Adorno’s	work:		
‘If	we	attempt	to	set	up	an	absolute	law	and	to	ask	the	laws	of	pure	reason	to	explain	why	on	earth	it	
would	be	wrong	to	torture	people,	we	would	encounter	all	sorts	of	difficulties.	For	example,	the	sort	
of	difficulties	many	Frenchmen	have	encountered	in	Algeria	where	in	the	course	of	the	terrible	
concatenation	of	events	in	this	war	their	opponents	did	resort	to	torture	of	prisoners.	Should	they	
follow	this	example	and	torture	their	own	prisoners	or	should	they	not?	In	all	such	moral	questions,	
the	moment	you	confront	them	with	reason	you	find	yourself	plunged	into	a	terrible	dialectic.	And	
when	faced	by	this	dialectic	the	ability	to	say	“Stop!”	and	“You	shouldn’t	even	contemplate	such	
things!’	has	its	advantages.’	(Problems	of	Moral	Philosophy	[1963	lecture	course],	144/Livingstone	
translation,	97;	translation	amended).		

For	example,	consider	the	moment	when	a	refugee	comes	to	your	door	and	asks	for	shelter.	What	
would	be	the	consequence	if	you	were	to	set	up	the	entire	machinery	of	reflection	in	motion,	instead	
of	simply	acting	and	telling	yourself	that	here	is	a	refugee	who	is	about	to	be	killed	or	handed	over	to	
some	state	police	in	some	country	or	other,	and	that	your	duty	therefore	is	to	hide	and	protect	him	–	
and	that	every	other	consideration	must	be	subordinated	to	this?	If	reason	makes	its	entrance	at	this	
point	then	reason	itself	becomes	irrational.	(PMP	1963,	144–5/97)	

I	had	the	opportunity	to	make	the	acquaintance	of	one	of	the	few	crucial	actors	of	the	20	July	and	
was	able	to	talk	to	him.	I	said	to	him,	'Well,	you	knew	very	well	that	the	conspiracy's	chances	of	
success	were	minimal,	and	you	must	have	known	that	if	you	were	caught	you	had	to	expect	a	fate	far	
more	terrible	than	death	-	unimaginably	terrible	consequences.	What	made	it	possible	for	you	to	take	
action	notwithstanding	this?'	-	Whereupon	he	said	to	me	-	…	-	'But	there	are	situations	that	are	so	
intolerable	that	one	just	cannot	continue	to	put	up	with	them,	no	matter	what	may	happen	and	no	
matter	what	may	happen	to	oneself	in	the	course	of	the	attempt	to	change	them.'	He	said	this	
without	any	pathos	-	and	I	should	like	to	add,	without	any	appeal	to	theory.	He	was	simply	explaining	
to	me	what	motivated	him	in	that	seemingly	absurd	enterprise	on	20	July.	(PMP	1963,	20/8).	
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- This	example	brings	out	particularly	starkly	the	way	in	which	it	is	the	situation	(not	some	
supreme	principle	of	morality	or	law-giver)	that	demands	that	we	act	a	certain	way.		

- Also,	situational	demands	are	not	directly	or	primarily	about	the	subjective	orientation,	
interests	and	values	of	the	person.	This	feature	is	important	because	it	relates	to	
Horkheimer’s	notion	of	objective	reason	(on	which	more	below).		

- Situational	demands	can	occur	in	mundane	contexts	and,	arguably,	even	in	situations	where	an	
individual	is	on	his/her	own.	(Example:	All	is	lost.)	

Horkheimer	on	objective	(and	subjective)	reason	

- ‘Reason	has	always	existed,	but	not	always	in	a	rational	form’	(Marx	1843).	
- The	doubling	of	reason	implied	in	this	claim	–	of	reason	and	whether	or	not	it	is	reasonable	–	can	be	

found	all	over	the	works	of	Horkheimer	and	Adorno.	For	example:	Eclipse	of	Reason:		
‘Reason	can	realize	its	reasonableness	only	through	reflecting	on	the	disease	of	the	world	as	
produced	and	reproduced	by	man’	(Eclipse	of	Reason	(1946),	Bloomsbury	2013	edition,	125).	

- This	complex	conception	of	reason	relies	centrally	on	a	distinction	Horkheimer	introduces	in	this	
book	between	subjective	and	objective	reason.	

- Subjective	reason	comprises	a	set	of	capacities:	means-end	reasoning,	following	logical	laws,	
classifying	and	distinguishing.	It	is	formal	and	subject-dependent.	

- Objective	reason	is	understood	as	being	a	characteristic	of	the	world.	It	is	substantive	and	
object-dependent,	and	as	such	connected	to	a	notion	of	‘objective	truth’.		

- Horkheimer,	importantly,	makes	use	of	the	language	of	‘situations’	to	explicate	the	specific	kind	
of	normativity	build	at	stake	in	objective	reason	–	each	situation	‘speaks	…	a	language	of	itself’,	
there	is	‘a	silent	appeal	by	the	situation	itself’	(EoR,	7,	21).		

- These	two	forms	of	reason	were	originally	connected.	Objective	reason	used	to	be	predominant,	
but	this	has	been	reversed.	Subjective	reason	increasingly	threatens	to	nullify	all	remaining	
traces	of	objective	reason,	and	thereby	also	undermines	itself.		

- Horkheimer	does	not	propose	to	abandon	subjective	reason	altogether.	He	also	does	not	
propose	to	go	back	to	previous	arrangements	where	objective	reason	had	priority.	This	is	
neither	possible	nor	desirable.		

- Instead,	the	remedy	would	be	to	reconcile	subjective	and	objective	reason.		
- This	also	means	that	the	subject	has	to	be	given	its	due:	‘only	a	definition	of	the	objective	goals	

of	society	that	includes	the	purpose	of	self-preservation	of	the	subject,	the	respect	for	individual	
life,	deserves	to	be	called	objective’	(EoR,	124).	This	also	means	reconciliation	is	not	merely	a	
philosophical	task,	but	a	socio-political	one.	

- In	the	absence	of	the	required	socio-political	changes,	how	can	critical	theory	continue?		
- One	strategy	seems	to	be	to	rely	on	the	residual	elements	of	objective	reason	still	available.	

Specifically,	language	still	harbours	such	residues.	In	this	way,	we	have	to	rely	on	something	
from	the	past,	like	feudal	attitudes	or	long-forgotten	forms	of	worship	and	superstition:	

‘These	old	forms	of	life	smoldering	under	the	surface	of	modern	civilization	still	provide,	in	many	
cases,	the	warmth	inherent	in	any	delight,	in	any	love	of	a	thing	for	its	own	sake	rather	than	that	of	
another	thing.	The	pleasure	of	keeping	a	garden	goes	back	to	ancient	times	when	gardens	belonged	
to	the	gods	and	were	cultivated	for	them.’	(EoR,	23).	

- But:	perplexing,	even	problematic	strategy.		
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- However,	sometimes,	Horkheimer	speaks	not	of	the	awe	of	gods,	but	the	negation	of	past	injustices	
(EoR,	24).	This	seems	more	promising	an	avenue	--	not	least	because	it	would	be	compatible	with	
negativism.	(On	negativism,	see	also	my	Adorno’s	Practical	Philosophy,	especially	Introduction	and	Ch.	8)		

- Epistemic	negativism:	we	can	only	know	the	wrong,	the	bad,	illness,	the	abnormal,	etc.;	and	
we	cannot	know	the	good,	the	right,	what	health	or	the	normal	is.		

- Metaethical	negativism:	knowledge	of	the	bad	(or	parts	thereof)	is	sufficient	to	account	for	
the	normativity	of	claims	based	on	it.		

- Both	Horkheimer	and	Adorno	tie	the	idea	of	the	irrationality	of	the	social	world	dominated	by	
subjective	reason	and	capitalism	to	that	of	the	lack	of	humanity:		

‘Critical	thought	has	a	concept	of	humanity	as	in	conflict	with	itself	[…].	If	activity	governed	by	reason	
is	proper	to	humanity,	then	existent	social	practice,	which	forms	the	individual’s	life	down	to	its	least	
details,	is	inhuman,	this	inhumanity	affects	everything	that	goes	on	in	society’.	(‘Traditional	and	Critical	
Theory’,	in	his	Critical	Theory,	1972:	213;	translation	amended).		

- This	approach	seems	anthropological	not	just	in	referring	to	a	future	realisation	of	humanity,	but	also	
–	albeit	possibly	relatedly	–	in	holding	that	this	potential	realisation	is	always	already	inscribed	in	
human	beings,	even	where	–	like	in	our	current	social	world	–	they	do	not	realise	their	species	being.	
In	the	‘Postscript’	(1937),	Horkheimer	writes	that	‘[…]	the	thrust	towards	a	rational	society,	which	
admittedly	seems	to	exist	today	only	in	the	realms	of	fantasy,	is	really	innate	in	every	human	being’	
(1972:	251;	translation	amended).	And	Adorno	notes:	

‘The	preservation	of	humanity	is	inexorably	inscribed	within	the	meaning	of	rationality:	it	has	its	end	
in	a	reasonable	organization	of	society,	otherwise	it	would	bring	its	own	movement	to	an	
authoritarian	standstill.	Humanity	is	organized	rationally	solely	to	the	extent	that	it	preserves	its	
societalized	subjects	according	to	their	unfettered	potentialities.’	(‘Marginalia	to	Theory	and	Practice’	
[1969],	10.2:	775/Critical	Models,	272–3).	

- The	immediate	challenge	is	that	any	transhistorical	claim	would	seem	inconsistent	with	the	
insistence	on	a	thoroughly	historical	approach	by	Horkheimer	and	Adorno.	

- Elsewhere,	I	have	suggested	that	a	way	to	meet	this	challenge	is	to	read	Horkheimer’s	(and	Adorno’s)	
claims	as	postulates	about	human	beings	derived	from	the	historical	analysis	of	concrete	bads	(See	my	
‘Adorno’s	critique	of	late	capitalism’	and	Adorno’s	Practical	Philosophy,	esp.	Ch.	9).	

- This	way	of	approaching	the	matter	links	up	well	with	the	idea	that	language	still	harbours	residues	
of	objective	reason:	concrete	bads	and	the	memory	of	resistance	against	them	has	left	traces	in	our	
everyday	discourse	of	objective	reason.		

- Critical	Theory’s	role	would	then	be	to	mobilise	these	resources	by	way	of	reminders	–	disclosing	
concrete	bads	and	how	they	are	interconnected	and	entwined	with	a	social	system	that	cannot	but	
generate	them.		

An	Adornian	account	of	social	pathology	

- It	is	here	where	we	can	see	the	beginnings	of	an	Adornian	account	of	social	pathology.	
- Probably	the	clearest	example	of	how	society	itself	is	ill,	is	the	issue	of	human-made	climate	change.	

A	humanity-destroying	society	is	a	contradiction	in	terms:	it	does	not	fulfil	its	in-built	purpose.	This	is	
sometimes	overlooked	because	of	a	certain	kind	of	linguistic	illusion.		

Society,	…,	‘means’:	objectively	aiming	at	reproduction	of	life	consonant	with	the	state	of	its	powers.	
Otherwise,	societal	arrangement	–	even	societalization	itself	–	in	the	simplest	cognitive	sense	is	
absurd.	(‘Introduction	to	“The	Positivist	Dispute	in	German	Sociology”’	[1969],	8:	348/1976,	p.	62;	translation	
amended).			


