
Over the past few years an awareness has begun to develop of the thematic 
affinities between the work of those recent French thinkers commonly 
grouped together under the label of ‘post-structuralism’, and the thought of 
the first-generation Frankfurt School, particularly that of Adorno.* Indeed, 
what is perhaps most surprising is that it should have taken so long for the 
interlocking of concerns between these two philosophical currents to be 
properly appreciated. Among the most prominent of such common preoccu-
pations are: the illusory autonomy of the bourgeois subject, as exposed pre-
eminently in the writings of Freud and Nietzsche; the oppressive functioning 
of scientific and technological reason, not least in its application to the social 
domain; the radicalizing potential of modernist aesthetic experience; and—
in the case of Adorno at least—the manner in which what are apparently the 
most marginal and fortuitous features of cultural artefacts reveal their most 
profound, and often unacknowledged, truths. Furthermore, these affinities 
have not merely been observed by outsiders, but are beginning to become
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part of the self-consciousness of participants in the two traditions 
themselves. Towards the end of his life, Michel Foucault admitted that 
he could have avoided many mistakes through an earlier reading of 
Critical Theory, and—in the last of several retrospective reconstructions 
of his intellectual itinerary—placed his own thought in a tradition 
concerned with the ‘ontology of actuality’, running from Kant and 
Hegel, via Nietzsche and Weber, to the Frankfurt School.1 Similarly, 
Jean-François Lyotard has employed Adorno’s account of the decline 
of metaphysics and the turn to ‘micrology’ in order to illuminate— 
partly by parallel and partly by contrast—his own interpretation of 
postmodernity,2 while even Jacques Derrida, the least eclectic of recent 
French thinkers, has written appreciatively on Walter Benjamin, whose 
borderline position between the political and the mystical he clearly 
finds sympathetic.3 On the other side, contemporary German inheritors 
of the Frankfurt School, including Habermas himself, have begun to 
explore the internal landscape of post-structuralism, and to assess the 
points of intersection and divergence with their own tradition.4

In the English-speaking world, it is the relation between the character-
istic procedures of deconstruction developed by Derrida and the ‘nega-
tive dialectics’ of Adorno which has attracted the most attention: a 
common concern with the lability and historicity of language, a repudi-
ation of foundationalism in philosophy, an awareness of the subterranean 
links between the metaphysics of identity and structures of domination, 
and a shared, tortuous love-hate relation to Hegel, seem to mark 
out these two thinkers as unwitting philosophical comrades-in-arms. 
However, up till now, the predominant tendency of such comparisons 
has been to present Adorno as a kind of deconstructionist avant la 
lettre.5 The assumption has been that a more consistent pursuit of anti-
metaphysical themes, and by implication a more politically radical 
approach, can be found in the French Heideggerian than in the Frankfurt 
Marxist. It will be the fundamental contention of this essay that, for 
several interconnected reasons, this is a serious misunderstanding. 
Firstly, although there are undoubtedly elements in Adorno’s thought 
which anticipate Derridean themes, he has in many ways equally strong 
affinities with that mode of recent French thought which is usually 
known as the ‘philosophy of desire’. It is only the exaggeration of the 
constitutive role of the language in post-structuralism, it could be 
argued, and a corresponding antipathy—even on the intellectual Left—
to the materialist emphases of Marxism, which have led to this aspect

* An expanded version of this essay will be appearing next year in David Krell and David Wood, 
eds., The Return of Nietzsche, Routledge and Kegan Paul. Thanks to Peter Osborne for critical 
comments.
1 See ‘Structuralism and Post-structuralism: An Interview with Michel Foucault’, Telos 55, Spring
1983, p. 200, and ‘Un Cours Inédit’, in Magazine Littéraire, No. 207, May 1984. 
2 See Jean-François Lyotard, ‘Presentations’, in Alan Montefiore, ed., Philosophy in France Today,
Cambridge 1983, pp. 201–204.
3 See Jacques Derrida, La Vérité en Peinture, Paris 1978, pp. 200–9.
4 Axel Honneth, Kritik der Macht, Frankfurt 1982; Albrecht Wellmer, Zur Dialektik von Moderne und 
Postmoderne, Frankfurt 1985; Jürgen Habermas, Der philosophische Diskurs der Moderne, Frankfurt, 1985.
5 See, for example, Rainer Nägele, ‘The Scene of the Other: Theodor W. Adorno’s Negative Dialectic 
in the Context of Post-structuralism’, Boundary 2, Fall-Winter 1982–83; Martin Jay, Adorno, London
1984, pp. 21–22; and, above all, Michael Ryan, Marxism and Deconstruction, Baltimore 1982, pp. 73–
81.
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of Adorno’s work being overlooked or underplayed. Secondly, from 
an Adornian perspective, it is precisely this lack of a materialist counter-
weight in Derrida’s thought, the absence of any account of the inter-
relation of consciousness and nature, particularly ‘inner nature’, which
can be seen to have brought forth the equally one-sided reaction of the 
philosophy of desire. From such a standpoint, different post-structuralist 
thinkers appear as dealing, in an inevitably distorting isolation, with 
what are in fact aspects of a single complex of problems. Finally,
Adorno’s concept of reconciliation, while far from immune to criticism, 
cannot be regarded as a simple ‘failure of nerve’ on his part, even less 
as an invitation to ‘totalitarianism’, to be contrasted with the harsher, 
less compromising vision of post-structuralism. It is rather the logical 
consequence of the attempt to think beyond a set of oppositions which— 
in their Nietzschean provenance—remain vulnerably brittle and abstract. 
In short, I hope to show, through an exploration of the central common 
theme of the critique of identity, that far from being merely a harbinger
of post-structuralist and post-modernist styles of thought, Adorno offers 
us some of the conceptual tools with which to move beyond what is 
increasingly coming to appear, not least in France itself, as a self-
destructively indiscriminate, and politically ambiguous, assault on the 
structures of rationality and modernity in toto.

The Critique of Consciousness

In his 1973 essay on the painter Jacques Monory, Jean-François Lyotard 
makes significant use of the following tale from Borges’s Book of 
Imaginary Beings:

In one of the volumes of the Lettres édifiantes et curieuses that appeared in Paris 
during the first half of the eighteenth century, Father Fontecchio of the 
Society of Jesus planned a study of the superstitions and misinformation of 
the common people of Canton; in the preliminary outline he noted that the 
Fish was a shifting and shining creature that nobody had ever caught but 
that many said they had glimpsed in the depths of mirrors. Father Fontecchio 
died in 1736, and the work begun by his pen remained unfinished; some 150
years later Herbert Allen Giles took up the interrupted task. According to 
Giles, belief in the Fish is part of a larger myth that goes back to the 
legendary times of the Yellow Emperor.

In those days the world of mirrors and the world of men were not, as they 
are now, cut off from each other. They were, besides, quite different; neither 
beings nor colours nor shapes were the same. Both kingdoms, the specular 
and the human, lived in harmony; you could come and go through mirrors. 
One night the mirror people invaded the earth. Their power was great, but 
at the end of bloody warfare the magic arts of the Yellow Emperor prevailed. 
He repulsed the invaders, imprisoned them in their mirrors, and forced on 
them the task of repeating, as though in a kind of dream, all the actions of 
men. He stripped them of their power and of their forms and reduced them 
to mere slavish reflections. Nonetheless, a day will come when the magic 
spell will be shaken off.

The first to awaken will be the Fish. Deep in the mirror we will perceive a 
very faint line and the colour of this line will be like no other colour. Later 
on, other shapes will begin to stir. Little by little they will differ from us; 
little by little they will not imitate us. They will break through the barriers
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of glass or metal and this time will not be defeated. Side by side with these 
mirror creatures, the creatures of water will join the battle.

In Yunnan, they do not speak of the Fish but of the Tiger of the Mirror. 
Others believe that in advance of the invasion we will hear from the depths 
of mirrors the clatter of weapons.6

For Lyotard this story condenses a critique of the modern subject which 
he shares with the majority of post-structuralist thinkers. Subjectivity 
presupposes reflection, a representation of experience as that of an 
experiencing self. But through such representation, which depends upon 
the synthesizing function of concepts, the original fluidity of intuition, 
the communciation between the human and the specular world, is lost. 
Consciousness becomes a kind of self-contained theatre, divided between 
stage and auditorium: energy is transformed into the thought of energy, 
intensity into intentionality. Thus Lyotard writes that ‘Borges imagines 
these beings as forces, and this bar [the bar between representation and 
the represented] as a barrier; he imagines that the Emperor, the Despot 
in general, can only maintain his position on condition that he represses 
the monsters and keeps them on the other side of the transparent wall. 
The existence of the subject depends on this wall, on the enslavement 
of the fluid and lethal powers repressed on the other side, on the 
function of representing them.’7

This protest at the coercive unification implied by the notion of a self-
conscious, self-identical subject is—of course—one of the central themes 
of post-structuralism. It occurs, in a formulation very close to that of 
Lyotard, in works such as the Anti-Oedipus of Deleuze and Guattari, in 
which the schizophrenic fragmentation of experience and loss of identity 
is celebrated as a liberation from the self forged by the Oedipus complex. 
But it can also be found, in a more oblique form, in the work of Michel 
Foucault. The models of enclosure and observation which Foucault 
explored throughout his career are, in a sense, historically specific, 
institutional embodiments of this conception of a consciousness 
imposing its order upon the disorderly manifold of impulse. This is 
clearest in the case of the Panopticon which Foucault describes in 
Discipline and Punish; but, in fact, as far back as Madness and Civilization,
Foucault had analysed ‘the elaboration around and above madness of a 
kind of absolute subject which is wholly gaze, and which confers upon 
it the status of a pure object.’8 Throughout his work the omnipresent 
look reduces alterity to identity.

Traditionally, within the sphere of philosophy, it is perhaps the stream 
of dialectical thought derived from Hegel which has most persistently 
opposed this rigidity of the classifying gaze. Hegel’s critique of the 
‘philosophy of reflection’ is based on the view that any assumption 
abstracted from experience and taken to be fundamental must necessarily
enter into contradiction with itself, including the assumption that

6 Jorge Luis Borges, ‘The Fauna of Mirrors’, in The Book of Imaginary Beings, Harmondsworth 1974, 
pp. 67–8.
7 Jean-François Lyotard, ‘Contribution des Tableaux de Jacques Monory’, in Gérald Gassiot-Talabot 
et al., Figurations 1960/1973, Paris 1973, pp. 155–6.
8 Michel Foucault, Histoire de la Folie à l’Âge Classique, collection TEL edn., Paris 1976, p. 479.
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subjectivity itself is something self-contained, isolated from and standing 
over against the object of knowledge. In Hegel’s conception experience 
consists in the shifting reciprocal determinations of subject and object, 
and culminates in an awareness that the very distinction between the 
two is valid only from a restricted standpoint. As early as his essay on 
the difference between the systems of Fichte and Schelling, Hegel had 
established this fundamental principle of his philosophizing. ‘The need 
of philosophy can satisfy itself,’ he writes, ‘by simply penetrating to the 
principle of nullifying all fixed oppositions and connecting the limited 
to the Absolute. This satisfaction found in the principle of absolute 
identity is characteristic of philosophy as such.’9 However, as this 
quotation makes clear, the dialectical mobilization of the relation 
between subject and object in Hegel does not entail the abandonment 
of the principle of identity. Hence, for post-structuralist thought the 
reliance on an Absolute which relativizes and reveals the ‘reifying’ 
character of conceptual dissection, the operation of the understanding, 
results in an even more ineluctable form of coercion, since the movement 
from standpoint to standpoint is oriented towards a predetermined goal. 
The voyage of consciousness is undertaken only with a view to the 
treasure of experience which can be accumulated and brought home: 
the individual moments of the voyage are not enjoyed simply for 
themselves. This critique of Hegel is also, of course, implicitly or 
explicitly, a critique of Marxism, which is seen as attempting to coerce 
the plurality of social and political movements into a single unswerving 
dialectic of history.

One of the fundamental problems confronting post-structuralist 
thought, therefore—a problem which accounts for many of its distinc-
tive features—is how to reject simultaneously both the repressive 
rigidities of self-consciousness and conceptual thought, and the available 
dialectical alternatives. In the quest for a solution to this difficulty, it is 
Nietzsche who plays the most important role. This is because the central 
imaginative polarity in Nietzsche’s work between the fluidity of the 
ultimate world of becoming, and the static systems of concepts laid 
over this fluidity, allows him to reveal the deceptiveness of all partial 
perspectives on reality, while also blocking the possibility of a historical 
totality of perspectives that would reveal what cannot be known through 
any one alone. Nietzsche’s characteristic verbal compounds (hineinlegen, 
hinzulügen . . .) render unmistakable his view that all meaning, coherence 
and teleological movement is projected onto a world which, in itself, 
is blank, purposeless, indifferent, chaotic. This conception of the relation 
between thought and reality is common to much of the Nietzsche-
influenced philosophy of the 1960s and 1970s in France. Its most striking 
and systematically elaborated exemplification is perhaps to be found in 
Lyotard’s Économie Libidinale, which is centred on the notion of a ‘grand 
ephemeral pellicule’ constituted by the deployed surfaces of the body, 
which are swept by an incessantly mobile libidinal cathexis generating 
points of pure sensation or ‘intensity’. This description of the libidinal 
band is perhaps best considered as a philosophical experiment, a paradoxi-
cal attempt to explore what experience would be like before the emerg-

9 G. W. F. Hegel, The Difference Between Fichte’s and Schelling’s Systems of Philosophy, Albany 1977, p.
112.
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ence of a self-conscious subject of experience. In Lyotard’s view, 
this emergence can only take place through a cooling of intensity, a 
transformation of energy. Rendering more explicit the assumptions of 
his commentary on Borges, he writes that ‘Theatricality and represen-
tation, far from being something one should take as a libidinal given, 
a fortiori as a metaphysical given, result from a certain kind of work on 
the labyrinthine and moebian band, an operation which imprints these 
special folds and creases whose effect is a box closed in on itself, and 
allowing to appear on the stage only those impulses which, coming 
from what will from now on be called the exterior, satisfy the conditions 
of interiority.’10 Once the representational chamber of consciousness is 
constituted, then the libidinal band is inevitably occluded: all represen-
tation is misrepresentation. For Lyotard each segment of the band is 
‘absolutely singular’, so that the attempt to divide it up into conceptual 
identities ‘implies the denial of disparities, of heterogeneities, of transits 
and stases of energy, it implies the denial of polymorphy.’11 This 
ontological affirmation of an irreducible plurality—in more or less 
sophisticated versions—has been one of the most influential themes of 
post-structuralism, and has had widespread political repercussions. It 
is, however, fraught with difficulties, which I would like to explore by 
looking a little more closely at the Nietzschean thought by which it is 
inspired.

Knowledge and Becoming in Nietzsche

From the very beginning of his work, Nietzsche is concerned to combat 
the notion of knowledge as the mere reproduction of an objective 
reality, believing that forms of knowledge necessarily are—and should 
be—in the service of and shaped by human interests. The argument is 
already central to The Birth of Tragedy, where Nietzsche draws an 
unfavourable contrast between Greek tragedy at the height of its 
powers—a form of artistic creation which, through its blending of 
Dionysiac insight and Apollonian order, was able to confront the horror 
and chaos of existence, and yet draw an affirmative conclusion from 
this confrontation—and the naively optimistic assumption of Socratic 
dialectic that reality can be exhaustively grasped in concepts. The Birth 
of Tragedy is directed against ‘the illusion that thought, guided by the 
thread of causation, might plumb the furthest abysses of being, and 
even correct it.’12 Throughout his work Nietzsche will stress the aversion 
of the human mind to chaos, its fear of unmediated intuition, and its 
resultant attempts to simplify the world by reducing diversity to identity. 
There is, however, an equally strong pragmatic tendency in Nietzsche, 
which suggests that this process of ordering and simplification takes 
place not simply because of an ‘existential’ need for security, but in the 
interests of sheer survival: ‘In order for a particular species to maintain 
itself and increase its power, its conception of reality must comprehend 
enough of the calculable and constant for it to base a scheme of 
behaviour on it. The utility of preservation—not some abstract-theoreti-

10 Jean-François Lyotard, Économie Libidinale, Paris 1974, p. 11.
11 Ibid., p. 294.
12 Friedrich Nietzsche, Die Geburt der Tragödie aus dem Geiste der Musik, in G. Colli and M. Montinari, 
eds., Sämtliche Werke, Kritische Studienausgabe, Berlin/New York 1980, Vol. 1, p. 99.
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cal need not to be deceived—stands as the motive behind the develop-
ment of the organs of knowledge . . .’13 It is on such considerations 
that Nietzsche bases his many paradoxical pronouncements on the 
nature of knowledge and truth; his statement, for example, that ‘Truth 
is the kind of error without which a certain species of life cannot live.’14

A number of commentators have attempted to moderate the perplexing 
and scandalous effect of these formulations by suggesting that Nietzsche 
draws a distinction, implicitly at least, between two kinds of truth. His 
attack is directed against correspondence theories of truth, against the 
failure to consider the extent to which our language and our concepts 
shape the world, but does not exclude a deeper insight into the nature 
of reality which would merit the title ‘truth’. Such attempts to render 
Nietzsche’s position coherent are not entirely without textual support, 
but they also have a tendency to underplay the extent to which Nietz-
sche’s paradoxical formulations betray a genuine dilemma. The Kantian 
element in Nietzsche’s thought pushes him towards a thoroughgoing 
idealist epistemology, since—like Kant’s immediate successors—he 
rejects the doctrine of the ‘thing-in-itself’ as incoherent. Thus, in The 
Will to Power he writes: ‘The intellect cannot criticize itself, simply 
because it cannot be compared with other species of intellect and because 
its capacity to know would be revealed only in the presence of “true 
reality” . . . This presupposes that, distinct from every perspective kind 
of outlook or sensual-spiritual appropriation, something exists, an “in-
itself”. But the psychological derivation of the belief in things forbids 
us to speak of “things-in-themselves”.’15 Yet, despite these strictures, 
from The Birth of Tragedy onward, where he contrasts the shallow 
optimism of science to an alternative Dionysiac insight into the nature 
of things, Nietzsche will repeatedly oppose a vision of ultimate reality 
to accepted truths. Indeed, in The Birth of Tragedy, he employs the 
Kantian concept of the noumeral to illustrate precisely this opposition: 
‘The contrast of this authentic nature-truth and the lies of culture which 
present themselves as the sole reality is similar to that between the 
eternal core of things, the thing-in-itself, and the entire world of 
appearances.’16 In general, Nietzsche’s critique of metaphysics, and his 
denial of the ability of philosophy to establish epistemological criteria, 
drives him towards an idealism which argues that the structures of 
knowledge are entirely constitutive of the object, while his insistence 
that all consciousness should comprehend itself as perspectival pushes 
him back towards a reinstatement of the distinction between appearance 
and reality.

I would argue that a similar dilemma, encapsulated in Nietzsche’s 
dictum that ‘Knowledge and Becoming exclude one another’,17 pervades 
the work of those post-structuralist thinkers who have been most 
directly influenced by Nietzschean schemas. We have already examined 
how Lyotard’s motif of the libidinal band, which fuses a Freudian-

13 Friedrich Nietzsche, Walter Kaufman, ed., The Will to Power, New York 1967, pp. 266–7.
14 Ibid., p. 272.
15 Ibid., p. 263.
16 Die Geburt der Tragödie, pp. 58–9.
17 The Will to Power, p. 280.
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inspired theory of cathexis with the doctrine of the Eternal Return, 
makes possible a denunciation of all theoretical discourses as ‘apparatu-
ses for the fixation and draining away of intensity’.18 Lyotard, however, 
is too conscientious—and too restless—a figure to be satisfied for long 
with the monistic metaphysics of libido on which Économie Libidinale 
relied. It can be no accident that, shortly after the publication of this 
work, he began to set off in a new direction, replacing the description 
of forms of discourse as ‘dipositifs pulsionels’ with the less ontologically 
loaded notion of ‘language-games’, borrowed from Wittgenstein. In 
Lyotard’s case, the attempt to develop a critique of objectifying theory 
from the standpoint of an ontology of flux represents an explicit, but 
only temporary, phase of his thought. With Foucault, however, the 
tension which this attempt implies is both a more covert, but also a 
more persistent, feature of his work. It is already apparent in Madness 
and Civilization, where Foucault wishes to develop a critique of the 
objectifying and alienating nature of modern psychiatric treatment and 
its theorizations, while also being sensitive to the difficulty of appealing 
to the ‘rudimentary movements of an experience’ which would be 
‘madness itself’.19 In The Archaeology of Knowledge Foucault renounces 
this approach: ‘We are not trying to reconstitute what madness itself 
might be . . . in the form in which it was later organized (translated, 
deformed, travestied, perhaps even repressed) by discourses, and the 
oblique, often twisted play of their operations.’20 He ostensibly adopts 
a position in which discourses are entirely constitutive of their objects. 
And yet the contradiction persists, since it is inherent in his attempt to 
develop a non-dialectical form of critique. In the first volume of The 
History of Sexuality, for example, the oscillation between the epistemologi-
cal and the ontological occurs in the form of an opposition between 
the apparatuses of sexuality and a tentatively—but persistently—evoked 
pre-discursive ‘body and its pleasures’.21 Foucault is only able to avoid 
this dilemma in his final publications by returning to a notion of self-
constitution and self-reflection which he had denounced up until this 
point as illicitly Hegelian. One of the fundamental tenets of post-
structuralist thought is tacitly abandoned when Foucault reinstates a 
relation between knowledge and its object internal to consciousness; 
when he enquires: ‘By means of what play of truth does man offer 
himself to be thought in his own being when he perceives himself as 
mad, when he considers himself as ill, when he reflects on himself as a 
living, speaking and labouring being, when he judges and punishes 
himself as a criminal?’22 This is an unmistakably ‘revisionist’ 
retrospective.

Adorno’s Critique of Identity-Thinking

Having explored this fundamental difficulty of the post-structuralist 
position, I would like now to introduce the comparison with Adorno. 
One obvious point of entry would be the fact that both the post-

18 Économie Libidinale, p. 295.
19 Michel Foucault, ‘Preface’, in Histoire de la Folie à l’ Âge Classique, original edn., Paris 1961, p. vii. 
20 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, London 1972, p. 47.
21 See, in particular, Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Harmondsworth 1981, pp. 150–9.
22 Michel Foucault, L’Usage des Plaisirs, Paris 1984, p. 13.
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structuralists and Adorno owe an enormous debt to Nietzsche, and in 
particular to his sense of the costs imposed by the forging of a self-
identical, morally responsible subject, perhaps most vividly conveyed 
in the second essay of On the Genealogy of Morals. However, as I 
have already suggested, the full import of these parallels has been 
misunderstood, because of a failure to appreciate the gap between the 
general philosophical projects within which they occur. One of the 
most important distinctions in this respect is that Adorno is not content 
with a Nietzschean-Freudian, naturalistic critique of consciousness, but 
takes up the discovery of the early German romantics that the philosophy 
of pure consciousness is internally incoherent. In an illuminating article, 
Jochen Hörisch has shown that the original antecedents for Adorno’s 
acute awareness of the loss of spontaneity imposed by the formation of 
the modern autonomous individual, his sense that the identity of the 
self must be coercively maintained against the centrifugal tendencies of 
impulse, can be traced back beyond Nietzsche to the critical engagement 
with Fichte’s philosophy of Schlegel and Novalis. It is here, in thought 
partly inspired—like Adorno’s own—by dismay at the failure of an 
attempted political realization of reason, that Adorno discovers a hidden 
history of subjectivity, an evocation of the pain of the process of 
individuation, which is betrayed by logical incoherence. ‘Early romanti-
cism,’ Hörisch argues, ‘discovers suffering as the principium individuationis 
and as the “secret of individuality”, which transcendental philosophy 
can only conceal at the cost of becoming entangled in unavowed 
contradictions. The pain of individuation derives from the inscription 
of a compulsory identity which passes itself off as an a priori structure 
of reason . . .’23 Both aspects of this critique will be of crucial importance 
for Adorno: the demonstration of the structure of contradiction which 
both splits and constitutes the subject, and the sensitivity to the repression 
of inner nature which is demanded by the forging of such a subject. 
Adorno’s critique of the modern subject, therefore, is as implacable as 
that of the post-structuralists, and is based on not dissimilar grounds: 
yet—in contrast to Foucault, Deleuze or Lyotard—it does not culminate 
in a call for the abolition of the subjective principle. Rather, Adorno 
always insists that our only option is to ‘use the force of the subject to 
break through the deception of constitutive subjectivity’.24 In order 
fully to understand the reasons for this difference of conclusion, we 
must turn to Adorno’s account of the relation between concept and 
object, universality and particularity, and its opposition to that of 
Nietzsche.

From the very beginning, Nietzsche’s work is haunted by a sense of 
the inherent fictionalizing and fetishizing tendencies of language and 
conceptual thought. In his early essay ‘On Truth and Lies in an Extra-
Moral Sense’, Nietzsche remarks: ‘Every word becomes immediately a 
concept through the fact that it must serve not simply for the absolutely 
individualized original experience, to which it owes its birth, that is to

23 Jochen Hörisch, ‘Herrscherwort, Gott and Geltende Sätze’, in Burkhardt Lindner and W. Martin 
Lüdke, eds., Materialien zur ästhetischen Theorie: Th. W. Adornos Konstruktion der Moderne, Frankfurt 
1980, p. 406.
24 Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, London 1973, p. xx. In quotations from this text the 
translation has frequently been altered.
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say as a reminder, but must straightaway serve for countless more or 
less similar cases, and that means must be matched to purely dissimilar 
cases. Every concept arises through the equating of what is not the same. 
(Jeder Begriff entsteht durch Gleichsetzung des Nichtgleichen.)’25 Throughout 
Nietzsche’s work such remarks on the ‘coarseness’ of language, on the 
indifference to differences entailed by the use of concepts, are to be 
found. ‘Just as it is certain,’ Nietzsche continues, ‘that one leaf is never 
quite like another, so it is certain that the concept leaf is constructed 
by an arbitrary dropping of individual differences, through a forgetting 
of what differentiates; and this awakens the idea that there is something 
in nature besides leaves which would be “leaf”, that is to say an original 
form, according to which all leaves are woven, drawn, circumscribed, 
coloured, curled, painted, but by clumsy hands, so that no example 
emerges correctly and reliably as a true copy of the original form . . . 
The overlooking of the individual gives us the form, whereas nature 
knows no forms and no concepts, and also no species, but only an X, 
which is inaccessible and indefinable to us.’26 It is precisely such a view 
of the deceptive identity forged by concepts, as we have seen, which 
motivates Lyotard’s evocation of the ineffably singular points of inten-
sity which constitute the libidinal band, or Foucault’s reluctant but 
repeated recourse to an uncapturable pre-discursive spontaneity— 
whether under the title of ‘madness’, ‘resistance’, or ‘the body and its 
pleasures’.

Nietzsche’s account of the manner in which real, particular leaves come 
to be seen as poor imitations of the concept ‘leaf’, captures precisely 
that process which Adorno refers to as ‘identity-thinking’. ‘The imma-
nent claim of the concept,’ Adorno writes, ‘is its order-creating invari-
ance over against the variation of what is grasped under it. This is 
denied by the form of the concept, which is “false” in that respect.’27

However, Adorno does not believe that this situation can be remedied 
simply by counterposing the contingent and particular to the universality 
of concepts. Rather, he argues, the assumption that the ‘non-identical’ 
left behind by the concept is merely an inaccessible and undefinable X, 
the belief that ‘nature knows no forms and no concepts’, is itself the 
result of the primacy of the universal in identity-thinking. Adorno’s 
philosophical effort is directed towards moving beyond the split between 
bare facticity and conceptual determination, through an experience of 
the contradiction which that split itself implies. Non-identity, Adorno 
suggests, ‘is opaque only for identity’s claim to be total.’28 Thus, in the 
Introduction to Against Epistemology (Zur Metakritik der Erkenntnistheo-
rie), a series of critical essays on Husserlian phenomenology, Adorno 
employs the following passage from The Twilight of the Idols to demon-
strate that Nietzsche ‘undervalued what he saw through’: ‘Formerly, 
alteration, change, any becoming at all, were taken as proof of mere 
appearance, as an indication that there must be something which led us 
astray. Today, conversely, precisely insofar as the prejudice of reason

25 Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘Ueber Wahrheit and Lüge im äussermoralische Sinne’, in Sämtliche Werke, 
Kritische Studienausgabe. vol. 1, pp. 879–80.
26 Ibid., p. 880.
27 Negative Dialectics, p. 153.
28 Ibid., p. 163.
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forces us to posit unity, identity, permanence, substance, cause, 
thinghood, being, we see ourselves caught in error, compelled into 
error.’29 Against the bent of this text, which is characteristic of both 
Nietzsche and his post-structuralist followers, Adorno insists that ‘The 
opposition of the stable to the chaotic, and the domination of nature, 
would never have succeeded without an element of stability in the 
dominated, which would otherwise incessantly give the lie to the subject. 
Completely casting away that element and localizing it solely in the 
subject is no less hubris than absolutizing the schemata of conceptual 
order . . . Sheer chaos, to which reflective spirit downgrades the world 
for the sake of its own total power, is just as much the product of spirit 
as the cosmos which it sets up as an object of reverence.’30 Adorno’s 
argument is that pure singularity is itself an abstraction, the waste-
product of identity-thinking.

Two major implications of this position are that the attempt by post-
structuralist thought to isolate singularity will simply boomerang into 
another form of abstraction; and that what it mistakes for immediacy 
will in fact be highly mediated. These pitfalls are clearly exemplified by 
Lyotard’s working through of the ‘philosophy of desire’ in Économie 
Libidinale. The notion of a libidinal band composed of ephemeral 
intensities is an attempt to envisage a condition in which, as Nietzsche 
puts it, ‘no moment would be for the sake of another’. But if every 
moment is prized purely for its uniqueness, without reference to a 
purpose or a meaning, to a before or an after, without reference to 
anything which goes beyond itself, then what is enjoyed in each moment 
becomes paradoxically and monotonously the same: in Lyotard’s work 
of the mid-seventies any action, discourse, or aesthetic structure becomes 
an equally good—or equally bad—conveyor of intensity. Furthermore, 
Lyotard’s own evocations betray his ostensible intention, since they 
make clear that such ‘intensities’ cannot be reduced to pure cathexis, 
but are symbolically structured, coloured by remarkably determinate 
situations: ‘The slow, light, intent gaze of an eye, then suddenly the 
head turns so that there is nothing left but a profile, Egypt. The silence 
which settles around her extends to great expanses of the libidinal band 
which, it seems, belongs to her body. Those zones also are silent, which 
means that dense, inundating surges move noiselessly and continually 
to “her” regions, or come from these regions, down the length of
slopes.’31

It is important to note that Adorno does not avoid these difficulties by 
espousing a Hegelian position. He agrees with Hegel that, as a unity 
imposed on particulars, the abstract universal enters into contradiction 
with its own concept—becomes itself something arbitrary and particular. 
But he argues that even Hegel’s solution—an immanent, self-realizing 
universal—fails to challenge the primacy of the universal as such. 
Identity-thinking, even in its Hegelian form, defeats its own purpose, 
since by reducing what is non-identical in the object to itself, it ultimately

29 Friedrich Nietzsche, Götzendammerung, in Sämtliche Werke, Kritische Studienausgabe, Vol. 6, p. 77, cited 
in Theodor W. Adorno, Against Epistemology, Oxford 1982, pp. 18–19 (translation altered).
30 Ibid., p. 18.
31 Économie Libidinale, p. 40.
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comes away empty-handed. For Adorno, the experience of this contradic-
tion sparks off a further movement of reflection, to a position in which 
the non-identical is no longer viewed as the isolated particular which 
it is forced back into being by identity-thinking. The particular is now 
seen as standing in a pattern of relations to other particulars, a histori-
cally sedimented ‘constellation’ which defines its identity. ‘What is 
internal to the non-identical,’ Adorno writes, ‘is its relation to what it 
is not itself, and which its instituted, frozen identity withholds from it 
. . . The object opens itself to a monadological insistence, which is a 
consciousness of the constellation in which it stands . . . ’32 This 
consciousness, in its turn, can be expressed only through a ‘constella-
tion’—as opposed to a hierarchichal ordering—of concepts, which are 
able to generate out of the differential tension between them an openness 
to that non-identity of the thing itself, which would be ‘the thing’s own 
identity against its identifications’.33 There is for Adorno, in other 
words, no necessary antagonism between conceptual thought and reality, 
no inevitable mutual exclusion of Knowledge and Becoming. The 
problem is posed not by conceptual thought as such, but by the 
assumption of the primacy of the concept, the delusion that mind lies 
beyond the total process in which it finds itself as a moment. The 
characteristics of reality which post-structuralist thought ontologizes 
are in fact merely the reflection of a historically obsolete imperiousness 
of consciousness, a lack of equilibrium between subject and object. 
‘What we differentiate,’ Adorno writes, ‘will appear divergent, disson-
ant, negative for just as long as the structure of our consciousness 
obliges it to strive for unity: as long as its demand for totality will be 
its measure of whatever is not identical with it.’34

Deconstruction and Negative Dialectics

One way of summarizing the argument so far would be to say that, for 
Adorno, the compulsive features of identity are inseparable from its 
internal contradictions: identity can only become adequate to its concept 
by acknowledging its own moment of non-identity. In the more natural-
istic of the French thinkers influenced by Nietzsche, however, this 
logical dimension of the critique of consciousness is entirely absent. 
The ego is portrayed unproblematically as the internally consistent 
excluder of the spontaneity and particularity of impulse, with the 
consequence that opposition can only take the form of a self-defeating 
jump from the ‘unity’ of self-consciousness to the dispersal of intensities, 
or from the Oedipalized subject to a metaphysics of ‘desiring machines’. 
In the work of Jacques Derrida, by contrast, a complementary one-
sidedness occurs: the naturalistic dimension of Nietzsche’s thought is 
almost entirely excluded in favour of an exploration of the contradictions 
implicit in the notion of pure self-identity. Derrida, in other words, 
shares a penchant for dialectics with Adorno, is sensitive to the unexpect-
ed ways in which philosophical opposites slide into one another, but 
fails to link this concern with an account of the natural-historical genesis 
of the self.

32 Negative Dialectics, p. 163.
33 Ibid., p. 161.
34 Ibid., pp. 5–6.
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The implications of this failure can perhaps best be highlighted by 
comparing Adorno’s and Derrida’s critiques of Husserlian phenomen-
ology. Like Merleau-Ponty, whose account of the relation between 
consciousness and nature bears many affinities to his own, Adorno 
contests the very possibility of Husserl’s transcendental reduction: 
‘The idealist may well call the conditions of possibility of the life of 
consciousness which have been abstracted out transcendental—they 
refer back to a determinate, to some “factual” conscious life. They are 
not valid “in themselves” . . . The strictest concept of the transcen-
dental cannot release itself from its interdependence with the factum.’35

It is important to note, however, that Adorno speaks of ‘interdepen-
dence’: he by no means wishes to effect an empiricist or naturalistic 
reduction of consciousness. Rather, his argument is simply that ‘the 
mind’s moment of non-being is so intertwined with existence, that to 
pick it out neatly would be the same as to objectify and falsify it.’36

Adorno, as a materialist, argues for the anchoring of consciousness in 
nature, while resisting any attempt to collapse the dialectic of subject 
and object into a metaphysical monism.

In Derrida’s thought, however, the possibility of the transcendental 
reduction is never questioned as such. Rather, deconstruction incorpor-
ates the transcendental perspective, in an operation which Derrida terms 
‘erasure’, but which—in its simultaneous cancellation and conser-
vation—is close to a Hegelian Aufhebung. Thus in Of Grammatology 
Derrida suggests that there is a ‘short-of and a beyond of transcendental 
criticism’, and that therefore ‘the value of the transcendental arché must 
make its necessity felt before letting itself be erased.’37 What this 
operation implies for Derrida is not the insistence on an irreducible 
break between facticity and the transcendental, which metaphysics has 
always dreamed of overcoming, but rather a ‘reduction of the reduction’, 
a shift to the level of what he explicitly terms an ‘ultra-transcendental 
text’. For Derrida the incoherence of the concept of self-presence on 
which Husserl’s theory of transcendental subjectivity is based reveals 
that the transcendental subject. and its objects, along with the other 
characteristic oppositions of metaphysical thought, are in some sense—
which he finds rather uncomfortable to expound—the ‘effects’ of a 
higher principle of non-identity for which his most common name 
is ‘différance’. The result is a final philosophical position remarkably 
reminiscent of pre-Hegelian idealism. Since absolute difference, lacking 
all determinacy, is indistinguishable from absolute identity, Derrida’s 
evocations of a trace which is ‘origin of all repetition, origin of 
ideality . . . not more ideal than real, not more intelligible than sensible, 
not more a transparent signification than an opaque energy’,38 provide 
perhaps the closest twentieth-century parallel to the Identitätsphilosophie 
of the younger Schelling.

It appears, therefore, that Derrida’s attempt to develop a critique of the 
self-identical subject which eschews any naturalistic moment, results in

35 Against Epistemology, pp. 226–7 (trs. altered).
36 Negative Dialectics, pp. 201–2.
37 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, London 1976, p. 61.
38 Ibid., p. 65.
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a position no more plausible than Lyotard’s monistic metaphysics of 
libido. Although Adorno did not live long enough to confront Derrida’s 
position directly, his likely response to current comparisons and inter-
assimilations of deconstruction and negative dialectics can be deduced 
from the critique of Heidegger’s thought—undoubtedly the central 
influence on Derrida—which threads its way through his work. Heideg-
ger is correct to suggest that there is ‘more’ to entities than simply their 
status as objects of consciousness, but—in Adorno’s view—by treating 
this ‘more’ under the heading of ‘Being’ he transforms it into a self-
defeating hypostatization: ‘By making what philosophy cannot express 
an immediate theme, Heidegger dams philosophy up, to the point of a 
revocation of consciousness. By way of punishment, the spring which, 
according to his conception, is buried, and which he would like to 
uncover, dries up far more pitifully than the insight of philosophy, 
which was destroyed in vain, and which inclined towards the inexpress-
ible through its mediations.’39 For Adorno, whatever experience the 
word ‘Being’ may convey can only be expressed through a constellation 
of entities, whereas, in Heidegger’s philosophy, the irreducibility of a 
relation is itself transformed into an ultimate. In the evocation of a 
Being which transcends the subject–object distinction, ‘the moment of 
mediation becomes isolated and thereby immediate. However, mediation 
can be hypostatized just as little as the subject and object poles; it is 
only valid in their constellation. Mediation is mediated by what it 
mediates.’40 Mutatis mutandis, one could also argue that Derridean 
différance is necessarily differentiated by what it differentiates. While it is 
true that nature and culture, signified and signifier, object and subject 
would be nothing without the difference between them, this is not 
sufficient to ensure the logical priority of non-identity over identity which 
is crucial to Derrida’s whole philosophical stance. The distinction 
between his position, according to which ‘subjectivity—like objec-
tivity—is an effect of différance, an effect inscribed in a system of 
différance’,41 and that of Adorno, is clearly revealed by the following 
passage from Negative Dialectics: ‘The polarity of subject and object can 
easily be taken, for its part, as an undialectical structure within which all 
dialectics takes place. But both concepts are categories which originate in 
reflection, formulas for something which is not to be unified; nothing 
positive, not primary states of affairs, but negative throughout. None-
theless, the difference of subject and object is not to be negated in its 
turn. They are neither an ultimate duality, nor is an ultimate unity 
hidden behind them. They constitute each other as much as—through 
such constitution—they separate out from each other.’42

The Mirror and the Spell

By this point it will be clear that the frequent attempt of post-structuralist 
thinkers, and of literary and political commentators influenced by post-
structuralism, to oppose the Nietzschean critique of identity to the 
coercive totalizations of dialectical thought, is beset with intractable

39 Negative Dialectics, p. 110
40 Ibid., p. 99.
41 Jacques Derrida, Positions, London 1981, p. 28.
42 Negative Dialectics, p. 176.
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difficulties. Adorno, no less than recent French thought, criticizes 
Hegel’s dialectic as being in many ways the most insidious, most 
ineluctable form of identity-thinking. Yet, at the same time, his deeply 
dialectical sensibility perceives the self-defeating dynamic of a blunt 
prioritization of particularity, diversity, and non-identity. The dissol-
ution of the reflective unity of the self in Deleuze or Lyotard leads only 
to the indifference of boundless flux, or to the monotonous repetition 
of intensity; while in Derrida’s work the jettisoning of the materialist 
ballast of the Nietzschean and Freudian critique of consciousness, results 
in the installation of différance as the principle of a new kind of ‘first 
philosophy’. For Adorno, by contrast, non-identity cannot be respected 
by abandoning completely the principle of identity. ‘To define identity 
as the correspondence of the thing-in-itself to its concept,’ he writes, 
‘is hubris; but the ideal of identity must not simply be discarded. Living 
in the rebuke that the thing is not identical with the concept is the 
concept’s longing to become identical with the thing. This is how the 
sense of non-identity contains identity. The supposition of identity is 
indeed the ideological element of pure thought, all the way through to 
formal logic; but hidden in it is also the truth moment of ideology, the 
pledge that there should be no contradiction, no antagonism.’43

Bearing this argument in mind, we are now perhaps in a position to 
return with more insight to the Borges story with which we began. It 
will already be apparent that the tale of the subduing of the mirror-
animals can be interpreted in terms not only of the libidinal critique of 
consciousness, but also of the ‘Dialectic of Enlightenment’ which was 
first formulated by Horkheimer and Adorno during the early 1940s, 
and which continues to underpin Negative Dialectics and Aesthetic Theory.
The humanization of the drives, represented by the transformation of 
the animals into reflections, does indeed result in a kind of mastery by 
the ego. But this mastery is bought at the price of a terrible isolation: 
in Negative Dialectics Adorno returns repeatedly to the pathos of a self 
helplessly confined within the circle of its own immanence, unable to 
make contact with anything external which does not turn out to be 
simply its own reflection. The need to break out of this isolation 
generates a tension at the heart of subjectivity itself, which post-
structuralism, in general, is reluctant or unable to recognize. This 
inadequacy suggests that there might be substantive aspects of the story 
which Lyotard has failed to account for in his interpretation.

Firstly, Lyotard describes the banishment and punishment of the animals 
as a simple act of force, of repression and containment, whereas Borges 
describes the Emperor as employing his ‘magic arts’, as putting the 
animals under a spell. Significantly, the concept of a spell plays an 
important role in Adorno’s philosophy; since enchantment can consti-
tute a peculiarly intangible and non-apparent form of coercion, to speak 
of a spell suggests a state of compulsive selfhood in which actions 
are simultaneously autonomous and heteronomous, accompanied by 
exaggerated subjective illusions of autonomy, but carried out by subjects 
nevertheless. The metaphor of the spell, in other words, captures both 
the repressive and enabling features of processes of socialization, which

43 Ibid., p. 149.
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are portrayed as an aspect of the human conquest of nature in the 
interests of self-preservation. As Adorno writes in Negative Dialectics,
‘The spell is the subjective form of the world spirit, the internal 
reinforcement of its primacy over the external processes of life.’44 In the 
later Critical Theory of Habermas, this parallelism of the instrumental 
domination of outer nature and the repression of inner nature will be 
contested. Habermas will avoid Adorno’s implication that emancipation 
from nature entails the closing-down of all communicative sensitivity by 
attributing socialization and instrumental action to categorially distinct 
dimensions of historical development. Nevertheless, already in its Ador-
nian version, the Critical Theory position has a distinct advantage over 
that of the post-structuralists; for while figures such as Lyotard force 
themselves into a corner, where they can only denounce the dominance 
of the ego as an arbitrary coercion which should be abolished (whether 
it could is somewhat more problematic), Adorno perceives that compul-
sive identity, the sacrifice of the moment for the future, was necessary 
at a certain stage of history, in order for human beings to liberate 
themselves from blind subjugation to nature. To this extent such identity 
already contains a moment of freedom. Accordingly, the ‘spell of 
selfhood’ cannot be seen simply as an extension of natural coercion; 
rather, it is an illusion which could, in principle, be reflectively broken 
through by the subject which it generates—although the full realization 
of this process would be inseparable from a transformation of social 
relations. Furthermore, the result of such a breakthrough would not be 
the self-defeating inrush of the ‘fluid and lethal powers’ which Lyotard 
describes, but rather a true identity—one which would be permeable 
to its own non-identical moment. One of the major differences between 
post-structuralism and Critical Theory is summarized in Adorno’s con-
tention that ‘even when we merely limit the subject, we put an end to
its power’.45

This brings us to a second point. Lyotard describes the mirror animals 
as ‘monsters’, but Borges specifies that the people of Canton believe 
the creature of the mirror to be a fish, ‘a shifting and shining creature 
that nobody has ever caught’; while in Yunnan it is believed to be a 
tiger. In Adorno’s thought it is under this double aspect that the non-
identical appears to identity-thinking: on the one hand as something of 
tantalizing beauty which perpetually eludes our grasp, on the other as 
something menacing and uncontrollable, menacing precisely because of 
our inordinate need to control it. Yet we cannot enter into relation 
with this creature, either by smashing the mirror (the solution of the 
‘philosophers of desire’), or by claiming—as does Derrida—that both 
the human world and the reflected world are merely effects generated 
by its invisible surface. Rather, the only way to achieve this relation is 
to revoke the spell cast by the Emperor on the animals—which is also, 
as we have seen, a spell cast on himself.

44 Ibid., p. 344.
45 Ibid., p. 183. It is worth noting that the post-structuralist critique of consciousness, while exploiting 
Nietzsche’s opposition of particularity and conceptual identity, is in other respects extremely unfaithful 
to Nietzsche. Far from advocating a dissolution into impulse, Nietzsche is fully, one might say
‘dialectically’, aware that the painfully acquired strength of self-discipline is a precondition for the 
liberation from discipline.
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It would not do to conclude, however, without stressing an important 
distinction between the lesson of Borges’s tale and the philosophical 
position of Adorno. The story does contain an evocation of utopia, but 
Borges sets this in a distant, irrecoverable past. ‘In legendary times,’ he 
tells us, ‘the world of mirrors and the world of men were not . . . cut 
off from each other. They were, besides, quite different; neither beings, 
nor colours, nor shapes were the same. Both kingdoms, the specular 
and the human, lived in harmony; you could come and go through 
mirrors.’ In Borges’s version this initial accord is broken by an unex-
plained onslaught of nature, temporarily repulsed by humankind, but 
destined to triumph in the end: ‘a day will come when the magic spell 
will be shaken off’, and this time the animals ‘will not be defeated’. 
Adorno does not deny the possibility of such a calamitous conclusion 
to history: the ‘clatter of weapons’ from ‘the depths of mirrors’, which 
some believe will precede the final invasion, will undoubtedly sound, 
to our late twentieth-century ears, like a four-minute nuclear warning. 
But Adorno does contest that such a terminus is inevitable. Our 
historical dilemma consists in the fact that the essential material precondi-
tions for a reconciliation between human beings, and between humanity 
and nature, could only have been installed by a history of domination 
and self-coercion which has now built up an almost unstoppable momen-
tum. As Adorno writes in Negative Dialectics, ‘since self-preservation 
has been precarious and difficult for eons, the power of its instrument, 
the ego drives, remains all but irresistible even after technology has 
virtually made self-preservation easy’.46 To pine for a prelapsarian 
harmony, in the face of this dilemma, is merely to fall resignedly into 
conservative illusion. Nevertheless, Borges’s evocation of a state of 
peaceful interchange between the human and the mirror worlds provides 
a fitting image for that affinity without identity, and difference without 
domination—rather than coercive unity—which Adorno believes to be 
implied by the pledge that there should be ‘no contradiction, no 
antagonism’.

46 Negative Dialectics, p. 349.
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