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Nihilism and faith
Rose, Bernstein and the future of Critical Theory

Tony Gorman

In a succession of books the late Gillian Rose and 
Jay Bernstein have sought to defend and elaborate 
upon the Adornian inheritance both within Criti-
cal Theory, contra Habermas,1 and beyond Critical 
Theory, contra post-structuralist and postmodernist 
thought.2 In these works, Rose and Bernstein are 
clearly engaged in a shared project and present a 
common front to the philosophical world. The central 
features of this shared project are a commitment to the 
method of immanent critique, genealogy and phenom-
enology without historical completion, as a means of 
rescuing lost forms of knowledge, political wisdom 
and ethical life. Their aim is to trace the historical 
roots of the deformation of reason, as it is reflected 
in modern/postmodern social theory, jurisprudence, 
politics and aesthetics, in order to open up new ways 
of resuming the values of classical theory (i.e. the 
Platonic–Aristotelian praxis and phronesis) within the 
present. However, this work of recovery is tempered by 
the recognition that the deformation of reason renders 
impossible the direct expression and reinstatement 
of these values. Accordingly, they conceive Critical 
Theory to be an essentially negative and aporetic 
project: its task is to narrate and explain the deforma-
tion of reason as it is reproduced and reinforced in the 
human sciences from the standpoint of an expanded 
notion of rationality, while remorselessly criticizing 
as hopelessly utopian all attempts, including its own, 
to transcend in thought the limitations that deformed 
reason imposes in actuality. 

However, in the Broken Middle (1992),3 Rose 
implicitly departs from this shared consensus with 
Bernstein. The most immediate expression of this 
change in orientation is Rose s̓ explicit criticism of 
Adorno, which builds upon and further elaborates the 
critique of negative dialectics stated in her 1987 paper 
ʻFrom Speculative to Dialectical Thinking: Hegel and 
Adornoʼ (which would have been more aptly subtitled 
ʻRose and Adornoʼ).4 In addition to the critique of 

Adorno, The Broken Middle introduces two innova-
tions not contained in Rose s̓ first three works. First, 
drawing heavily on Kierkegaard, it advances, embraces 
and defends a notion of faith. Second, Rose switches 
the axis of genealogical origin from the Greek polis 
to the Talmudic Judaic community. Rose s̓ motivation 
for this changed point of departure is two-fold: first, 
to show that faith is a necessary condition of love 
without domination in personal relationships; second, 
to demonstrate in opposition to Christian dogmatics 
that grace is not opposed to law but is the means of its 
deliverance. The genealogical function that Talmudic 
Judaism is made to serve in The Broken Middle is the 
idea of a post-sacrificial, ethical community, conceptu-
ally prior to the Christian separation of love and law 
and the modern diremption of law and ethics, and 
yet mediated by tradition and reason and thus open 
to history. Rose then reconstructs the fate of modern 
Judaism from the standpoint of this fictional commu-
nity to show how modern Judaism and Jewish secular 
thought re-present the broken Talmudic mediation and 
how this in turn is a consequence and expression of 
the antinomies of modernity as a whole. Rose situ-
ates herself within the text as the ʻsingle oneʼ who 
must negotiate the ʻbreaksʼ between the universal (the 
modern state and the discourse of human rights) and 
the particular (religion and ethnicity). This engage-
ment is pursued through an immanent critique of 
Christian and Judaic political theology, psychoanalysis, 
anthropology, political theory and literature. In this 
extended narrative, the Marxist dimension of the first 
phase of her work almost completely drops out of the 
account. Rose in effect abandons her earlier project 
of a Hegelian Marxism in favour of a Kierkegaardian 
Hegelianism.5

Bernstein, on the other hand, has continued to 
pursue the project as originally defined. The most 
comprehensive expression of this to date is his magis-
terial reconstruction of Adorno s̓ ethical thought, 
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Adorno: Disenchantment and Ethics (2001). In this 
work, Bernstein presents a detailed interpretation and 
reconstruction of Adorno s̓ ʻethicalʼ texts – Minima 
Moralia, Dialectic of Enlightenment and Negative 
Dialectics – abstracting their central propositions and 
reconstructing them within the context and language of 
recent post-analytical philosophy. On the one hand, this 
violates Adorno s̓ philosophy, his express insistence 
on the unity of philosophical form and content and 
the necessity of the use of modernist forms of literary 
expression to resist the assimilation of its content to 
the forms of traditional theory. Bernstein in effect 
systematizes Adorno s̓ anti-system by integrating it 
within his own field of concepts and categories. This 
would be relatively innocuous if Bernstein was merely 
offering an explication of Adorno s̓ thought, but he goes 
beyond this limited ambition to seek to ʻpress Adorno s̓ 
thought into a form that enables its fuller apprecia-
tion and ideally its further extension and elaboration .̓6 
Bernstein offers no self-reflection on his own philo-
sophical style, nor does he appear to notice that the 
transposition of Adorno s̓ speculative discourse into the 
philosophical register of contemporary post-analytical 
thought stands in need of justification. By contrast, 
Rose in The Broken Middle remains faithful to the 
spirit of Adorno in respecting his requirement to find a 
literary form adequate to a speculative discourse in the 
very act of repudiating the letter of his thought. 

On the other hand, Bernstein undoubtedly succeeds 
in rendering Adorno s̓ ethical thought more perspica-
cious. Taking Adorno as his constant point of refer-
ence, he delivers a devastating critique of Kantian 
constructivism in epistemology and ethics, before 
going on to present a powerful analysis of A̒uschwitzʼ 
and its sources in modern instrumental reason and the 
impossible necessity of assimilating it to our ethical 
self-understanding. He concludes with an outline of his 
own independent moral argument for an ʻethical mod-
ernism .̓ Bernstein s̓ ʻethical modernismʼ is a vision of 
ethical socialism as unrealizable yet residual in the 
present. This vision has negative and positive aspects. 
Negatively, it demands resistance to the domination of 
the abstract over the concrete, the dead over the living 
or the reduction of living beings to the status of mere 
things. In short, it calls for resistance to the reifying 
tendencies of capital and ʻrationalizedʼ reason. But 
since reification is an all-pervasive feature of modern 
social life, we are all implicated in reifying structures 
and practices, so we can never be sure exactly what 
would count as an effective protest against reification 
rather than a means of reinforcing it. The critique 
of capital therefore does not necessarily legitimate 

an anti-capitalist politics. Positively, however, ethical 
modernism is grounded in the free acknowledgement 
of human dependence on nature. Therefore it does 
demand an ethic of solidarity with living beings in 
their animal vulnerability and with the environment. 
It requires a reinstatement (practically, not just theo-
retically) of the ethical values of caring, sympathy, 
pity and compassion in the face of their erosion by 
instrumental reason and rationalized moral norms. 

In this article, I shall attempt to show that Rose s̓ 
ʻbreakʼ with Adorno also represents a departure from 
the common project she shared with Bernstein. I 
shall analyse the roots of their divorce and seek to 
mediate their reconciliation. The split between Rose 
and Adorno has more than local significance; it returns 
us to issues that go to the very foundations of Critical 
Theory both in its historical formation in the inter-
war period and its theoretical origins in the Hegelian 
aftermath. I suggest that the reconciliation of Rose 
and Bernstein allows for a more inclusive notion of 
Critical Theory than that to be found in Adorno and 
Horkheimer and opens up the possibility of a different, 
more positive, response to the problem of nihilism in 
modernity.

The article is divided into three parts. In the first 
part, I set the scene for a critical dialogue between Rose 
and Bernstein by first outlining Adorno s̓ reading of 
Kierkegaard in Kierkegaard: The Construction of the 
Aesthetic (1932) and then proceeding to an assessment 
of Rose s̓ refutation of Adorno s̓ interpretation in The 
Broken Middle. In the second part I bring Rose s̓ The 
Broken Middle and Bernstein s̓ Adorno: Disenchant-
ment and Ethics into critical dialogue with one another 
to show how their divergent conceptions of ethics are 
mutually incompatible with one another. My aim here 
is to demonstrate that Rose s̓ fideism and Bernstein s̓ 
ethical socialism, as it were, fail towards one another. 
In the third part, I draw out the wider implications of 
the separation between Rose and Bernstein and the 
possibilities that their reconciliation would open up 
for Critical Theory.

Kierkegaard’s pseudonyms

Adorno s̓ Kierkegaard: The Construction of the Aes-
thetic established the style and much of the content of 
his mature philosophy.7 It is therefore no accident that 
Rose should elaborate on her ʻbreakʼ with Adorno by 
explicitly challenging his early reading of Kierkegaard 
in The Broken Middle, and implicitly throughout the 
work as a whole. I shall first summarize the main 
thrust of Adorno s̓ immanent critique of Kierkegaard 
before going on to detail Rose s̓ response to it.
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Adorno claims that ʻKierkegaard s̓ realm is ruled by 
logical immanence .̓ The pseudonyms that Kierkegaard 
deploys are not ʻliving bodiesʼ but cyphers of a pre-
conceived dialectical schema, albeit skilfully disguised 
by the author s̓ ʻgeniality of presentationʼ and ʻirony of 
method .̓ Unmasking this artifice calls for a two-step 
mode of interpretation: first, the pseudonyms are situ-
ated within the dialectical schema, and second, certain 
key words and metaphors are singled out for particular 
attention, as they ʻreveal what the dialectical scheme 
seeks to conceal ,̓ namely its excess materiality.8 The 
precipitates of the critical process turn out to be a 
constellation of interrelated concepts: the ʻinterieur ,̓ 
ʻmelancholy ,̓ ʻmourning ,̓ ʻdespair ,̓ ʻimageʼ and ʻmyth .̓ 
What these terms ultimately disclose is the isolation of 
Kierkegaard as a solitary (and economically parasitic) 
intellectual entrapped in his own self-woven world 
of semblance. But the constellation also serves as an 
allegory of a redeemable reality beyond illusion.

Perhaps the central concept at work here is Adorno s̓ 
notion of the ʻmythical .̓ Interspersed throughout his 

reading of Kierkegaard is an account of the genesis of 
myth, which draws heavily on Benjamin. For Adorno, 
the mythical element is a mimetic representation of 
an undifferentiated natural state in which desire and 
the desired are found in unity. The image is produced 
by means of the recollection of the original dream- 
state. Thus, ʻmythʼ is a fusion of past imagery and 
present consciousness. The bourgeois ʻinterieurʼ is an 
example of the ʻarrangementʼ of the products of such 
recollected ʻproto-historicalʼ images in the present.9 

Yet, for Adorno, Kierkegaard is only correct up to a 
point in maintaining, following Socrates, that when 
consciousness (the idea) recalls the dream, the mythi-
cal is reconstituted in a new form ʻas image ;̓ for that 
is merely the undertow of the ʻidea ,̓ not the ʻauthenticʼ 
image. Here Adorno is holding out for a notion of the 
ʻimageʼ that is not simply the dialectical obverse of 
recollection but one that remains faithful to the content 
of the object recalled even as it is partially occluded in 
the act of recollection itself. This leads him to assert 
that the ʻmost authentically mythicalʼ is recollected 
ʻwhen the image startles up what has been from the 
caverns of pre-history .̓10 Adorno further underlines 
this point when he states that ʻnatural being is dialecti-
cal in itself ,̓11 meaning that the object retains its own 
integrity over and above the constructive activity of 
consciousness.

Adorno aims to demonstrate that Kierkegaard s̓ 
ʻsystemʼ conforms to Hegel s̓ idealistic logic, with the 
ʻstagesʼ of the aesthetic and the ethical mirroring the 
categories of being and essence, and the ʻreligiousʼ 
supplanting the concept. Consequently, it too remains 
within the realm of the mythical. The only difference 
between Hegel and Kierkegaard is that Hegel s̓ concept 
encompasses ʻtranscendent being ,̓ while in Kierke-
gaard s̓ final ʻreligious stage ,̓ ʻimmanent conscious-
nessʼ reaches its ultimate limit. Therefore, according to 
Adorno, Kierkegaard represents the culmination of the 
history of German idealism no less than Hegel; both 
thinkers seek and fail to find a means of escape from 
the solipsism of modern self-consciousness. The final 
stage of ʻimmanent consciousnessʼ is the romantic or 
Fichtean ʻI ,̓ in which the opposition between ego and 
non-ego falls within subjectivity itself. As a result, the 
ʻIʼ can only relate to the products of its own imaginary 
self-positing and not to the object as it is in itself. For 
Adorno, Kierkegaard personifies the isolated romantic 
ego trapped in its own immanent subjectivity that 
has grown melancholy having attained insight into 
the inner negativity and illusory nature of its own 
form-giving activity. The source of this insight is then 
dramatized as a ʻcollisionʼ with the A̒bsolute paradox :̓ 
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a coming into relation with that which is absolutely 
other to itself. Consumed by guilt for its own pre-
sumption to absolute autonomy, consciousness then 
sacrifices itself as an act of propitiation to the unknown 
(God) in the belief that it has thereby accomplished the 
ʻontological reconciliationʼ of spirit and nature, for in 
the dialectical schema nature does not appear except 
as spirit. But it deceives itself; the belief that spirit has 
absorbed nature into itself is an illusion, and the self-
immolation of the spirit is only a mythical propitiation 
that remains entirely within the orbit of semblance. 
Having ʻvolatizedʼ itself, consciousness lives on in a 
state of ʻobjective despair .̓12

For Adorno, then, Kierkegaard promotes a ʻtheol-
ogy of sacrifice .̓13 On these grounds, he charges him 
with being the Antichrist. True Christianity, Adorno 
informs us, aims at ʻreconciliationʼ and not at ʻthe 
nameless execution of the paradox .̓ In calling for the 
ʻmythical sacrifice of reason ,̓ Kierkegaard remains at 
the level of natural religion superseded by Christianity.
Furthermore, Kierkegaard s̓ ʻpaganismʼ substitutes an 
illusory ʻhope against hopeʼ for a genuine worldly hope 
in a possible future. His ʻmythical sacrifice of reasonʼ 
places an obstacle in the way of genuine ontological 
reconciliation by precluding the ʻenigmatic step that 
leads out of mere nature by remaining within itʼ and 
where, ʻfree of resignation,̓  nature/spirit ʻperseveres 
as desirous instinct and eloquent consciousness .̓ This 
reconciliation is to be accomplished not through sacri-
fice, but precisely through the renunciation of sacrifice. 
Ontological reconciliation therefore is redemption from 
sacrifice, in which ʻsacrifice disappears .̓14

In The Broken Middle, Rose takes up the cudgels 
against Adorno, on behalf not of Kierkegaard, but 
his pseudonym Climicus, de silentio. Rose enters two 
main objections to Adorno s̓ interpretation. Contra 
Adorno, she maintains that a reading of Kierkegaard 
must begin with the ʻpseudonymsʼ and not with the 
ʻschema .̓ Rose s̓ central protest against the ʻtradition 
of Kierkegaard interpretationʼ (including Adorno s̓ 
reading) is that it has consistently conflated the bio-
graphical author Kierkegaard with his pseudonymous 
narrators, and it has therefore failed to attend to 
the specificity of the pseudonymous texts themselves. 

The key to Kierkegaard s̓ pseudonymous authorship 
is ʻsystematic illusionʼ and its aim is to present an 
authorship without authority. It aims to re-educate the 
overeducated in the way of faith. This cannot be done 
directly since no one person can make another free.15 
Human authorities necessarily breed dependencies. 
The author must, therefore, relinquish authority in 
order to release the reader to assume it.16 And she 

can only do this by ironically withdrawing behind a 
mask or veil of facetiousness. Rose therefore insists 
that in reading Kierkegaard we excise all reference 
to the biographical author, for it is ʻthe authorship 
which confesses, not the confession that gives rise 
to the authorship .̓17 Indeed, Rose contends that even 
when Kierkegaard writes under his own signature it 
is intended as a ʻheteronymʼ – a fictitious persona. In 
what follows, I shall endeavour to respect scrupulously 
these strictures in my reading of Rose and Bernstein, 
where I shall be doing some impersonating of my own, 
with a touch of facetiousness too.

For Rose, Adorno s̓ refusal to risk undergoing 
the play of dramatized illusion enacted within the 
Kierkegaardian corpus by schematizing it in advance 
represents a further instance of his propensity to judge 
the dialectic rather than surrender to its speculative 
movement. This is her first objection. The second is 
that Adorno ʻhas so dedicated his own discourse to the 
idea of “sacrifice” that he utterly misses the point that 
nothing is sacrificed; and that no sacrifice ever occurs 
in Fear and Trembling .̓18 Both Adorno and Rose are 
therefore dedicated to a philosophy of redemption 
without sacrifice or resignation, but as we shall see 
they seek it in opposite directions.

Rose s̓ insistence on the priority of the pseudonyms 
in Kierkegaard s̓ texts reveals the Socratic intent of The 
Broken Middle. The Socratic problem in its Kierke-
gaardian form is ʻhow to further the passion of faith 
of another whose erotic passion one has aroused and 
attracted to oneself .̓19 As we have seen, the answer is 
by adopting a persona, or rather a series of personae, 
in order to educate the desire of the cave dwellers. In 
The Broken Middle, Rose becomes an actress, imper-
sonating many authors (Kierkegaard, Hegel, etc.) with 
the aim of bringing the reader in relation to her own 
ʻplenitudeʼ so as to release her for freedom and love. 

For Rose, faith in an omnipotent creator is a neces-
sary condition of (being able to) love. Only an omnipo-
tent creator can love freely without demanding love in 
return.20 Absolute or unconditional love between adult 
human beings is mutually destructive for it requires 
a total surrender of two selves to one other. Such an 
absolute mutuality is not sustainable; almost inevitably 
it must give way to an asymmetrical relation of (rela-
tive) dominance and subordination. One human being 
cannot love another absolutely and freely. Only if one 
feels oneself to be loved absolutely and unconditionally 
prior to entering into the erotic relationship is one able 
to love absolutely and freely: to risk loving without 
the guarantee that one will be loved in return.21 And 
such an absolute sense of one s̓ essential desirability 
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can be attained solely through faith (in an omnipotent, 
all-loving God). Rose, however, stresses that the God 
relationship is one that we can never fully achieve but 
must ever ʻfail towards .̓22

This is the substance of Rose s̓ reading of Kierke-
gaard s̓ rereading of the Biblical story of the binding 
of Isaac in Fear and Trembling, as it were, ʻshot 
through a pistolʼ (i.e. stripped of its labour, difficulty 
and aporia). Following Kierkegaard, Rose stresses 
the fact that Isaac was not sacrificed; that at the last 
moment an angel intervenes to stay Abraham s̓ hand 
and Isaac is set free. But Rose also points out that (in 
contrast to the master–slave dialectic, which fictionally 
enacts the beginning of natural self-consciousness), 
Abraham risks not his own self but that of his son. 
And, although Abraham, as it were, gets Isaac back, 
he does not get him back for himself; rather Isaac is 
returned to him as the promise of the future of Israel. 
In sum, Abraham so trusts that God loves him (that 
he is loved absolutely) that he is able to let Isaac go. 
In Rose s̓ speculative phraseology, ʻviolence-in-loveʼ 
(exclusive love) gives way to the ʻlove-in-violenceʼ 
(surrendering the beloved), which marks the transition 
from ʻbeing loveableʼ to ʻlove-ableness,̓  the capacity to 
love, suffer loss and not despair but risk loving again. 
For Rose, therefore, faith is not predicated on an act 
of self-renunciation or self-sacrifice. As Kierkegaard 
sought to demonstrate through the four different ver-
sions of the Akedah he relates in Fear and Trembling, 
only Abraham s̓ undeviating trust in the providence of 
the outcome qualified him as a ʻknight of faithʼ rather 
than a ʻknight of infinite resignation .̓ Faith requires 
a form of self-relinquishment based on the opening 
up of the whole self to that which is beyond it, rather 
than an act of self-repression or a ritualized form of 
self-abasement. To employ Kierkegaard s̓ metaphors, 
faith is not like swimming against the tide (which is 
the mode of resignation), it is not a striving, but more 
akin to a ʻmysterious floating .̓23

Another way of saying that nothing is sacrificed 
in the act of faith is to say that nothing is exchanged. 
Abraham does not have faith in order to get Isaac back; 
he simply has faith – and Isaac is returned. It may be 
objected that regardless of Abraham s̓ religious psy-
chology, an exchange has indeed taken place. In return 
for staking his fidelity, Abraham not only receives 
Isaac back but also secures the divine election of his 
nation. Anthropologically speaking, the (greatest pos-
sible) quantitative sacrifice is recouped as (the greatest 
possible) gain in identity.24 However, it is not possible 
to abstract from the inward disposition of the religious 
believer and still hope to understand the nature of 

faith. This is why anthropological and sociological 
accounts of religious belief become reductive once 
they go beyond analysing the social functions and 
effects of religious values to speculate on their truth 
content. From the point of view of an anthropology or 
sociology of religion, what matters is not the truth of 
the religious beliefs themselves but the sincerity with 
which they are held en masse. The truth or otherwise 
of the religious disposition itself is a philosophical 
and theological concern not a sociological question. 
The traditional language used to describe religious 
experience is complicit in sustaining this confusion, 
in so far as many of its central concepts, such as 
ʻguilt ,̓ ʻconversion ,̓ ʻredemption ,̓ ʻstaking oneself ,̓ 
ʻlosing /̓gaining oneself back, and so on, are invariably 
couched in economic terms. This makes it almost 
impossible not to understand faith as involving some 
form of exchange. However, a faith that understands 
itself in such terms is self-disqualifying. Although it 
would seem that, Kierkegaardianly speaking, a would-
be believer already knows, as it were, this side of the 
ʻparadoxʼ – that if she takes the ʻleapʼ she stands to 
ʻloseʼ her sinful self and to ʻgainʼ a new, redeemed, self 
– in fact she knows neither of these things. A knowing 
faith is a contradiction.

The only analogy that I can think of which really 
captures the supra-economic nature of faith is that 
of gambling. Although the analogy has previously 
been deployed by apologists for fideism, most notably 
Pascal,25 it usually incorporates faith into an exchange 
model in order to meet the sceptic on her own grounds. 
These analogies fail, however, because they take their 
exemplary gambler to be a prudent gamester who 
carefully calculates the odds. The proper analogy is 
with the reckless gambler who stakes everything on 
a whim. Everything tells her she will lose; but she 
nonetheless fully expects to win. Yet her motivation 
for playing is only nominally to win the pot; inwardly 
she is not interested in winning per se. She has already 
forsaken all her worldly goods in the act of placing 
the bet and that will remain the case even if she gets 
back tenfold their value. The random act of placing 
the bet represents a decision not to decide, a retreat 
from willing, a suspension of self. She plays for no 
worldly reason. Rather, she delivers herself up to the 
moment of Chance, to Fate, in the confidence that it 
will smile kindly upon her. But if it doesnʼt, she will 
deliver herself up to it again, and again. This is not an 
expenditure without reserve for the purpose of attaining 
a higher status. Indeed, it is not really an expenditure 
of any kind; it is instead an interval of potentiality 
suspended between grace and damnation.26
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Gambling is, of course, not faith, but it is analogous 
to faith. Faith too requires an absolute trust in the 
ʻunknown .̓ It is this capacity to let go (of oneself) and 
to trust absolutely in the ʻunknownʼ that converts the 
ʻunknownʼ into a person (for to place absolute trust 
in a mere thing is idolatry).27 In other words, the self-
surrender intrinsic to the moment of faith ʻfinitizesʼ 
the ʻunknownʼ (i.e. transforms an abstract relation 
into a personal relationship) without compromising 
its absolute alterity (i.e. the hidden God).28 In faith, 
the ʻunknownʼ literally comes into being. Faith is the 
undertaking of an absolute trust. It is absolute in the 
sense that the ʻobjectʼ of that trust, which must be 
related to as a subject, remains constantly unknown 
(hidden) and hence unchangeable, although the relation 
of trust is ever-changing (i.e. it is psychologically, 
sociologically and historically mediated). Faith there-
fore necessarily precludes a rational assessment of the 
evidence for and against there being a God.29 The risk 
of faith is not the banal anxiety that it turns out that 
there is no God (for the presence of ʻGodʼ is coeval 
with faith itself; God goes out of existence when he is 
not being apperceived), but that of placing an absolute 
trust in a relative value. Yet, taking that risk, succumb-
ing to it, and overcoming it, is essential to the process 
of being educated for freedom.

For Rose, however, the education of faith necessar-
ily involves negotiating the always-already historically 
contingent but prevailing forms of political and legal 
authority. In particular, Rose contests the Lutheran 
interpretation of Romans that opposes freedom through 
grace to the coercion and unfreedom of life under the 
law, both moral and legal.30 Rose denies that the law 
is the antithesis of grace, for it is ʻlaw which arouses 
power – sympathetic and antipathetic; law which binds 
and looses, to which power responds against itself or 
for itself. Law is abundant and abounding: it is not the 
contrary of grace which tempers its letter with mercy 
and equity.̓  Therefore faith involves ʻrisking outʼ into 
a world always already invested in law. The prohibi-
tion creates the desire for its own transgression. In the 
beginning, there is anxiety before the law: faith is an 
authentic response to this anxiety. However, Rose also 
contests the corollary of the Pauline understanding 
of the relation between faith and law, restated by 
Kierkegaard in The Concept of Anxiety to the effect 
that the ʻprofound tragedy of Judaismʼ is that knowing 
only guilt before the law it has no conception of the 
actuality of sin and consequently the Jew remains 
in bondage to the law, unable to attain atonement 
through grace.31 On this construction, Judaism remains 
a religion of sacrifice. Rose points out in opposition 

to this that ʻThe Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur, was 
developed after the fall of the Second Temple and 
at the end of priestly sacrifice.̓  Rose further objects 
that the Rabbinic Judaism of Talmud Torah is always 
ʻwithinʼ the law – ʻon the one hand 613 commands, 
on the other perpetual negotiation of their meaningʼ 
– and that therefore the Jewish experience of sin is 
actual and thus atonement is actual too and ʻannually 
renewable .̓32 

To conclude this section, then, Adorno s̓ interpre-
tation of Kierkegaard is essentially Feuerbachian: 
consciousness creates a myth, the ʻparadox ,̓ and then 
sacrifices itself to its own idol. In response, Rose denies 
that the ʻparadoxʼ is a myth (while conceding that it 
can only be referred too aesthetically); rather it is the 
incursion of revelation into representation. Adorno s̓ 
reading of the ʻparadoxʼ as an anti-rational principle to 
which consciousness sacrifices itself incorporates that 
which, pace Kierkegaard and Rose, exceeds represen-
tation and exchange within an economy of exchange 
and representation. Moreover, he avers that in trading 
itself in exchange for ʻontological reconciliation ,̓ con-
sciousness has sold itself for fool s̓ gold of its own 
making. The absurdity of understanding faith in such 
crude economic terms should be self-evident. As Rose 
wryly observes, by way of a quotation from T.S. Eliot s̓ 
The Waste Land, in Adorno ʻthere is no place to be 
like Phlebas, the Phoenician, who forgot “the deep sea 
swell/ And the profit and loss”.̓ 33

Hard-hearted judge and beautiful soul

I shall now turn the axis of the discussion from 
Adorno and Rose to Rose and Bernstein. I shall begin 
by outlining the areas of convergence between The 
Broken Middle and Adorno: Disenchantment and 
Ethics before going on to discuss the areas where 
their contents diverge and enter into conflict with one 
another.

The central thesis of Disenchantment and Ethics 
is that the domination of instrumental reason over all 
aspects of social life in modernity has produced an 
ongoing crisis of nihilism. The manifest symptom of 
this crisis is an almost universal condition of ʻaffective 
scepticismʼ – a disjunction between values (which 
no longer have [objective] validity) and ends (which 
no longer have [objective] value).34 As a result, the 
ʻmaterial inferencesʼ35 that connect ethical demands to 
ethical responses, the very grounds of our practical-
rational moral agency, are all but severed. In short, 
the modern world has suffered an ethical catastrophe. 
There has been a wholesale destruction of (moral) 
authority, (moral) knowledge and (moral) experience. 
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Moreover, the ʻmoral centralistʼ theories – utilitarian-
ism and Kantian ethics – developed in response to 
this ethical vacuum act to reinforce the separation of 
ethical demand and response that is responsible for the 
catastrophe in the first place; for both theories require 
that responses to ethical demands be determined by 
reference to a universal theoretical principle rather 
than to perceptible suffering (the violation of the 
ʻauratic uniquenessʼ) of the individual. 

The Adornian view of modernity, derived from 
Weber and endorsed by Bernstein, is also largely 
shared by Rose. Indeed, Rose s̓ critique of the socio-
logical tradition in Hegel Contra Sociology – to the 
effect that modern Social Theory, in taking its stance 
on either validity or value, has reinscribed and thereby 
reinforced the ʻdiremption of law and ethicsʼ consti-
tutive of modern social life – parallels Bernstein s̓ 
critique of modern ethical theory in Disenchantment 
and Ethics. The notion of our ʻruined ethical lifeʼ also 
provides the background for Rose s̓ discussions of faith 
and politics in The Broken Middle. Rose repeatedly 
insists on the need to ʻwitnessʼ the diremption of 
the law and ethics in its actuality and its attendant 
violence, rather than retreat into a private cynicism or 
seek exile in ʻother-worldlyʼ communities. Similarly, 
Bernstein claims that the response to the crisis of 
nihilism takes two broad forms: ʻhurtʼ – cynicism, 
boredom, despair, ressentiment, and so on; and ʻflight 
– the ʻattempt to build a haven of symbolic renewalʼ in 
an unredeemed world.36 However, Bernstein is no more 
sanguine than Rose about the prospects for alternative 
communities; on the contrary, they both believe that 
their fate is to be corrupted within by their opposition 
to the overly rationalized world without. This is why 
although, on the one hand, Bernstein draws on virtue 
ethics and communitarianism to critique Kantianism 
and liberal political theory, respectively, for being 
complicit in the destruction of ethical life, on the other 
hand he maintains that the latter correspond to the 
reality of our ruined ethical condition (utilitarianism 
and Kantian ethics are ʻethics for hard timesʼ) in a 
way that the former simply do not. In other words, 
our ethical situation cannot be transformed simply 
by exhorting people to change their ʻway of seeing .̓37 
The root cause of nihilism is located in the categori-
cal and institutional structures of rationalized reason 
rather than in the pathologies of social agents which 
are their effect. 

Rose and Bernstein therefore see the predicament 
of modernity in much the same terms. Where they 
diverge is in their response to it. At first sight, Rose s̓ 
notion of ʻwitnessʼ seems broadly in keeping with the 

ʻnegative dialecticʼ position propounded by Bernstein. 
But on closer examination they turn out to be quite 
different, indeed diametrically opposed. To bring out 
these differences, I must first outline Bernstein s̓ recon-
struction of Adorno s̓ ethical thought in more detail. 

For Bernstein, the destruction of ethical experience 
is grounded in the hegemony of ʻinstrumental reason .̓ 
Instrumental reason is defined in turn as ʻany form 
of reason that conceives of itself (necessarily falsely) 
as determined by pure reason itself apart from and 
independent of its object .̓38 This is the ʻprinciple of 
immanenceʼ that extends beyond instrumental reason 
narrowly conceived as means–end technical rationality 
to incorporate formal logic and mathematics.39 The 
main vehicle of instrumental reason is what Bern-
stein names the ʻsimple concept ,̓ which abstracts from 
the concrete particularity of objects to classify them 
under general categories. The operation of the ʻsimple 
conceptʼ in science negates the sensuous particularity 
of natural objects, and so impoverishes the field of 
experience. Extended into the moral sphere, it likewise 
abstracts from the moral qualities of individuals as 
agents to classify their actions as tokens of types. The 
permissibility of actions is then determined by the test 
of universalizability, subject to the logical constraints of 
theoretical reason (consistency and non-contradiction). 
As a result, theoretical reason supervenes on moral 
practices. This has a twofold deleterious effect on 
ethics. First, it renders invalid the (premodern) forms 
of practical, material inferences that informed factual 
and ethical responses alike. Second, it creates a 
problem of moral motivation: why should individuals 
take a practical moral interest in a theoretical law? 
As a result, morality has increasingly been reduced to 
rational procedural rules for the regulation of strangers 
who are morally indifferent to one another, and ethics 
has been banished to the private sphere, where it is 
undermined by its exposure to a disenchanted world. 
In sum, the critique of theoretical reason consists in 
showing how reason cannot constitute its objects, and 
the critique of moral reason consists in showing that 
the auratic uniqueness of individuals40 is the ground of 
moral motivation rather than abstract moral norms.

Bernstein s̓ response to our ethical predicament as 
he sees it is his notion of ʻethical modernism .̓ This 
is not advanced as a theory of ethics, but as a form 
of praxis. From this perspective, rationalized reason 
cannot be challenged head-on (the mistake of virtue 
ethics and communitarianism); instead, it must be 
subverted indirectly by counterposing the ʻcomplex 
conceptʼ to the ʻsimple concept .̓ The ʻcomplex conceptʼ 
does justice to the radical independence of the object 
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through a form of reflective or intransitive judgement 
(for which Kant s̓ aesthetic judgement is the model) 
as opposed to the subsumptive, ʻtransitive ,̓ judgement 
of instrumental reason.41 But this is not exclusive to 
the aesthetic sphere; rather, the witness to the violence 
of instrumentalized reason in modernist art (both 
epistemically and morally) is itself grounded in the 
resistance to the denial of violence against the auratic 
uniqueness of the individual in its animal vulnerability. 
By not fully subsuming the object under the concept, 
the ʻcomplex conceptʼ opens up the possibility of new 
experience. As Bernstein neatly puts it, ʻindetermi-
nancy in the concept corresponds to possibility in the 
object.̓ 42

Ethical experience is to be re-enchanted by reactivat-
ing the material inferences grounded in the unmediated 
response to animal/human suffering. It demands that 
we once again identify with animal/human suffering 
and be affected by it. The learned moral responses 
of sympathy, pity and compassion are to be retrieved 
as the basis of a reflective moral practice. However, 
Bernstein consistently states that he is 
not propounding a ʻnew ethics .̓ As he 
puts it, ʻNegative dialectics broaches, 
aims at, reveals the possibility of the 
regime of the complex concept, but 
always remains this disenchanted side 
of it.̓ 43 The reach of instrumental 
reason is such that we are all impli-
cated in its violence, big and small. To 
survive in modernity we have to affect 
a ʻcoldnessʼ towards the suffering of 
others even if we do not feel it (though 
in many cases it is all too genuine). 
Thus, we are all part of what Adorno, 
once more drawing on Benjamin, calls 
the ʻguilt complex of the living .̓44 We 
must therefore remember the victims of 
the violence that we are implicated in 
perpetrating and atone for their injuries 
with expressions of guilt, regret and 
remorse. Ethical experience in moder-
nity is now ʻfugitive ,̓ a relatively rare 
occurrence.45 Such fugitive ethical experiences must 
be celebrated as holding out the promise of an ethical 
future. Individuals who respond to ethical demands 
without recourse to rationalized moral norms, but 
on the basis that they are confronted with a situation 
that demands an ethical response, may be considered 
moral exemplars. They are reactivating the (premod-
ern) charismatic authority of making norms that (as 
in traditional ethics) are ʻsituationally indexedʼ to the 

(moral) matter at hand. In capturing moments of ʻfugi-
tive ethicsʼ and in recovering the forgotten past and 
reified nature occluded by instrumental reason, ethical 
modernism is also making ʻmetaphysical experienceʼ 
possible again. In sum, therefore, ethical modernism 
is a form of resistance to the dehumanizing effects of 
instrumental reason, as it were, from the inside out. 

The fault lines between Rose and Bernstein should 
be becoming apparent by now. Although both share 
a concept of Bildung as a ʻteleology without a telos ,̓ 
their respective orientations appear to be going in 
opposite directions and to have different priorities. 
For Bernstein, the goal is to chart a ʻprogressive retreat 
from mastery over nature to a reconciliation with it .̓46 
By contrast, for Rose, the educational intent of her 
authorship is to bring the ʻsingle one in relation to 
the absolute .̓ For Rose, the way to nature (love) is 
through God (the Law as Revelation); for Bernstein, 
the way to ʻGodʼ (or its placeholder in modernity, 
ʻmetaphysical experienceʼ) is through nature (response 
to the auratic uniqueness of the individual in its animal 

embodiment). But, in fact, nature in the (intransitive) 
sense that Bernstein employs the term hardly gets 
mentioned in The Broken Middle or indeed in Rose s̓ 
other works. Indeed her insistence on the ubiquity of 
the law would seem to place her in the Hegelian ideal-
ist tradition for which it is a case of ʻnormativity all 
the way downʼ in contrast to Bernstein s̓ counterclaim 
that it is ʻdependency all the way up .̓47 It is therefore 
by no means fortuitous that in the Broken Middle 
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Rose s̓ equivalent of Bernstein s̓ moral exemplars are 
primarily political actors – Varnhagen, Luxemburg and 
(the young) Arendt.48 

For Rose freedom presupposes independence from 
nature rather than reconciliation with it. This explains 
the ascetic, one might say Nietzschean, dimension 
of her authorship with its disdain for self-pity and 
preparedness to confront the violence of our animal 
nature as a noble enemy.49 Moreover, Rose s̓ insistence 
on the necessity of risk-taking as an integral part of the 
cultivation of desire implies that being a perpetrator 
and victim of violence is not, as it is for Bernstein, a 
regrettable part of modern existence, but inescapable, 
for which we must continually offer reparation, while 
(as in Hegel) recognizing it as a necessary means 
towards the end of freedom. For all these reasons, on 
Bernstein s̓ account, Rose s̓ rereading of Kierkegaard in 
The Broken Middle can be subjected to essentially the 
same form of critique that Adorno originally subjected 
Kierkegaard to in the Construction of the Aesthetic. 
For Rose s̓ account appears to conform to the ʻprinciple 
of immanence ,̓ in so far as it does not fully acknowl-
edge the dependence of reason on its objects. The 
prime instance of this is Rose s̓ attempt to vindicate 
the ʻparadoxʼ as a means of genuine transcendence 
that both bestows love on the ʻsingle oneʼ and grants 
them the power of love-ability. The problem here, 
from Bernstein s̓ point of view, is that the movement 
from being loveable to loving others is mediated by 
a ʻformʼ – the paradox – and this serves to suppress 
the material inference that would otherwise lead, as it 
were, directly from the demand for love (charity) to the 
appropriate response. Although Rose might respond 
that what is involved here is a ʻfailing towards form ,̓ 
this would not obviate the objection, for it is the ʻformʼ 
that is the stumbling block. The additional clarification 
that the ʻparadoxʼ is an aesthetic name for what is 
essentially unrepresentable, and therefore not a ʻformʼ 
at all, goes to the heart of the issue here, since from 
the point of view of Bernstein s̓ naturalism there is no 
possible object to which it could refer. Ergo it must be 
an illusory form. 

This difference has far-reaching implications for 
their ethics. To focus this contrast, I shall briefly com-
pare their respective understanding of the notions of 
love and fidelity. Bernstein, following Adorno s̓ dis-
cussion of the subject in Minima Moralia, brings out 
the equivocations of the concept of fidelity in modern 
marriage. Fidelity as an ethical norm may be enforced 
in support of patriarchy and its negation may be used 
to legitimize a shallow emotivism. Since the latter is 
the prevailing tendency, Adorno argues (and Bernstein 

follows him in this), for a notion of ʻpolitical love :̓ 
ʻLove means not letting immediacy wither under the 
omnipresent weight of mediation and economics, and 
in such fidelity it becomes itself mediated as a stubborn 
counterpressure.̓ 50 Bernstein upholds Adorno s̓ thought 
that there is a case for maintaining fidelity on a volun-
tary basis when the involuntary moment of love has 
come to an end, as an act of ethico-political resist-
ance. This is in sharp contrast to Rose, for whom, as 
we have seen, the imperative is to ʻrepeat forwardsʼ 
– to risk the loss of the other, to free the lover (and 
oneself) to love again. From a Rosean point of view, 
the Adorno/Bernstein defence of fidelity would appear 
to be an act of ʻinfinite resignation .̓ Conversely, from 
the Adorno/Bernstein perspective, Rose would appear 
to be, paradoxically, defending infidelity in the name 
of faith. Rose s̓ Kierkegaardian notion of love as ʻrep-
etition forwards ,̓ the constant readiness to love anew, 
would seem to repeat only the self-deluding romanti-
cism of Kierkegaard himself. Rose would no doubt 
respond that the judgement of romantic immaturity 
delivered on Kierkegaard (and by extension her own 
authorship) serves to conceal the anxiety of her judges. 
In her defence, she would call upon the distinction 
drawn by Kierkegaard in the Concluding Unscientific 
Postscript between a lower and a higher form of temp-
tation. The lower form of temptation is the enticement 
to the pleasures forbidden by the moral law and for 
which the remedy is virtue; the higher form (Anfech-
tung) is the temptation not to trespass the law, not out of 
consideration for virtue, but as a means of fleeing from 
the ʻparadox ,̓ a temptation which can only be overcome 
through faith. In the latter instance, the moral category 
of ʻwrongʼ is transformed into the religious category 
of ʻsin .̓ It is doubtless true that the profession of a 
religious faith can be (and frequently is) used to justify 
wrongdoing. Equally, however, the moral consciousness 
may embrace virtue so as to avoid the ʻspiritual trialʼ of 
being a sinner and so experience a crisis of faith. This is 
the temptation not to be tempted, not to risk, not to live. 
It is to substitute judgement for action, righteousness 
for forgiveness. Because both morality and faith can 
be expressed insincerely, there is ultimately no way of 
distinguishing their true and false expressions with cer-
tainty (even to oneself, although this is not to say that 
we can have no insight into our true motives). Thus, 
Anfechtung repeats at the religious stage the predica-
ment faced in the moral sphere by Kant s̓ grocer, who 
has no way of knowing the purity of his intentions. 

The dialectic between Rose and Bernstein staged 
above has a familiar ring because it essentially repeats 
that between the ʻhard-heartedʼ judge and the ʻbeautiful 
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soulʼ in Hegel s̓ Phenomenology of Spirit. Bernstein 
(from Rose s̓ perspective) is the moral consciousness 
that judges without acting; while Rose (from Bern-
stein s̓ perspective) is the ʻactive individualʼ lost in 
her own world of semblance, as religious faith can 
now only be a form of flight. Whereas Rose values 
desire over need, Bernstein privileges need over desire. 
For Bernstein, Rose presents subjectivity without sub-
stance, the actress lost in her impersonations (ʻBeing 
Gillianʼ) with no base to return; for Rose, Bernstein 
presents substance without subjectivity (or a reflexively 
self-negating subjectivity), dedicated to mourning a 
world that has failed to notice it has died, whereas in 
fact it is the mourner who is failing to live. 

Rose and Bernstein, R & B, ʻrhythm and blues .̓

Dialectic of faith

Rose s̓ defence of Kierkegaard s̓ fideism and the adop-
tion of the Judaic model of polity over the classical 
Greek polis represents a radical departure, not just 
from Adorno but from Critical Theory as a whole. To 
see this, we need briefly to place Critical Theory itself 
in historical perspective. The roots of Critical Theory 
can be traced back to the immediate post-Hegelian era. 
Emil Fackenheim concludes his study of the Religious 
Dimension in Hegelʼs Thought (1967) with a coda on 
the ʻCrisis of the Hegelian Middle .̓ The ʻHegelian 
synthesisʼ in which religion and the state are compre-
hended in their speculative unity was recognized by 
Hegel himself to be an ideal not an actual reconcil-
iation. The subsequent history of modernity has served 
to undermine totally the possibility of even an ideal 
reconciliation. As Fackenheim notes, the religious 
and the political dimensions of the Hegelian synthesis 
disintegrated into the seemingly absolutely opposed 
extremes of Kierkegaard s̓ anti-rational fideism, on the 
one hand, and Marx s̓ militant atheistic humanism, on 
the other.51 From its inception in the 1920s up until the 
present day, Critical Theory has followed a trajectory 
in which the orthodox Marxist emphases on Marx s̓ 
account of economic crisis, class struggle and the 
seizure of power by the proletariat have been gradu-
ally jettisoned, while Marx s̓ accounts of reification 
and alienation have been retained and fused with a 
Nietzschean–Weberian account of rationalization and 
devaluation. On these terms, the central pathology of 
modern societies is no longer injustice and exploitation 
but meaninglessness and nihilism.52 For the most part, 
therefore, Critical Theory takes it as read that ʻGod 
is dead :̓ religion lives on only as the spirit of egoism 
in civil society, as ʻmoral religionʼ or as self-deluding 
mysticism.53 As in Marx, the meaning of religious 

faith is exhausted by its being understood as either a 
form of consolation and solace or as a means of protest 
against injustice and social oppression. For itself, faith 
is dismissed as illusory. Furthermore, Critical Theory 
also follows Marx in implicitly assuming that political 
emancipation from reification and alienation would 
remove the social basis of religion and that thereafter 
it would wither away. 

As we have seen, Rose contests both these conclu-
sions. In so doing, Rose does not deny the ʻseculariza-
tion thesisʼ that institutional forms of religion are in 
decline or conforming to the law of the market; but 
maintains that, in so far as the ultimate ground of 
religion is faith in a transcendent reality, the exist-
ence of religion transcends its social function. Faith 
is not an illusion; it is not even a necessary illusion: 
it is a form of truth. As such, in principle, it is part 
of the solution to nihilism rather than part of the 
problem. Bernstein seems to follow the Critical Theory 
tradition in dogmatically precluding the notion that 
religious faith provides a basis of ethical motivation 
and material inference to be ʻreactivatedʼ alongside 
other forms of intransitive understanding. In addition, 
both Rose s̓ account of faith and Bernstein s̓ notion of 
ʻfugitive ethicsʼ belie their analysis of nihilism as all-
pervasive and ethical life as entirely ruined. Rose did 
not have a faith (other than in the sense of a critical 
conformity to the religious traditions by which she 
was formed); she simply had faith.54 Rose s̓ account 
of faith is not esoteric in principle; on the contrary, it 
merely articulates a form of religious experience that 
is common in modernity both inside organized religion 
and outside of it. Similarly, Bernstein s̓ notion of ʻfugi-
tive ethics ,̓ as instanced by disinterested, immediate 
forms of ethical response to the suffering and needs 
of others, is not so rare as he supposes, as his own 
examples show; nor are modern subjects so completely 
devoid of meaning and motivation as he imagines. In 
short, the sociological assumptions underpinning the 
account of nihilism shared by Rose and Bernstein need 
to be re-evaluated because they contradict the affirma-
tive possibilities of faith and hope that they identify 
in their respective accounts of our ʻbrokenʼ modernity. 
This is not to deny that nihilism constitutes the core 
problem of modernity, or that moral universalism is a 
contributory factor to the problem (i.e. it is not to side 
with the Habermasian wing of Critical Theory), but to 
maintain that there is a social basis for resistance to the 
nihilistic destruction of ethical life. However, before 
Critical Theory can begin to reflect on the political 
forms such a resistance to nihilism should take, it must 
first restore its faith in modern humanity.
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lishes the God-relationship. This is the meaning of ʻtruth 
as subjectivityʼ.

 29. See Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 
trans. David F. Swenson and Walter Lowrie, Princeton 
University Press, Princeton, 1941, ch. 2. Accepting that 
faith is recalcitrant to rational assessment does not nec-
essarily entail a commitment to an irrational fideism. 
The possibility of a reasonable form of fideism can be 
established on the basis of a theological, philosophical, 
anthropological, psychological, aesthetic and political 
reconstruction of the history of religion that allows for 
the distinction to be drawn between true and false forms 
of religious faith. This is again a task undertaken in their 
different ways by both Hegel and Kierkegaard. 

 30. The Broken Middle, p. 86. Rose summarizes the reduc-
tion of Pauline teaching in the following epigram: ʻwith-
out law, no sin; without sin, no grace.  ̓This results in 
the ʻanachronistic pitting of law against grace, sacrifice 
against the law so that “Judaism” is characterized both 
as a living religion of the law and at the same time as an 
ancient culture of temple sacrifice … [that] is made to 
serve a deeper distinguishing of Judaism from Christian-
ity which speciously rededuces the Christian judgement 
that Judaism is a religion of empty external observance  ̓
(p. 100). 

 31. Ibid., pp. 87, 86, 85. 
 32. Ibid., pp. 100–101.
 33. Cited in ibid., p. 103.
 34. Adorno: Disenchantment and Ethics, p. 6: ʻAffective 

scepticism specifies a situation in which agents can find 
no good reason, no motive, for pursuing a particular 
form of practice (intellectual or practical) that can be 
separated, at least in principle, from the question of the 
internal coherence of the practice.ʼ

 35. Bernsteinʼs account of material inference ʻtracks  ̓ the 
account of material inference in Robert B. Brandom, 
Making It Explicit, Harvard University Press, Cambridge 
MA, 1994, pp. 168–70. Material inferences are forms 
of reasoning that are not derived from formal logical 
rules but are based on the relations between the relevant 
concepts employed, e.g. ʻA is to the west of B, so B is to 

the west of A. Bernstein adapts this to cases that involve 
an ethical response: ʻfrom “He is bleeding badly” to “Iʼll 
apply a tourniquet”  ̓(Adorno: Disenchantment and Eth-
ics, pp. 264–5). The response to injury does not involve 
a separable descriptive and normative moment; it is a 
single inference. Bernstein claims that it is the tendential 
elimination of such material inferences in modern life 
that is responsible for the disenchantment of ethics, since 
in the past they were the basis of the ʻempirical bonds 
that connected human subjectsʼ. Ibid., p. 161.

 36. Ibid., p. 19 n33.
 37. Ibid., p. 78.
 38. Ibid., p. 144.
 39. Ibid., p. 155.
 40. ʻAura is the apprehension of an object in its uniqueness, 

a uniqueness that is temporally and spatially bound, 
where the spatio-temporal binding of the apprehension 
is the condition for preserving its uniqueness.  ̓ Ibid., 
p. 112.

 41. Ibid., p. 306. For Bernstein, the complex concept is 
contrasted to the simple concept in the same way as 
Kant contrasts the reflective judgement to determinative 
judgement in The Critique of Judgement, viz. ʻif the 
universal (the rule, the principle, the law) is given, then 
the judgement which subsumes the particular under it 
is determinative.… If, however, the particular is given 
and the universal law has to be found under it, then 
the judgement is simply reflective.  ̓Bernstein then maps 
these two forms of judgement onto a further contrast be-
tween transitive and intransitive understanding. Whereas 
in transitive understanding the object is grasped and 
understood in a way that is independent of the object, 
in intransitive understanding the object is understood 
intrinsically in a way that cannot be directly communi-
cated but only poetically/rhetorically approximated. The 
transitive understanding of the object presupposes the 
intransitive understanding of the object as irreducible to 
both intransitive and transitive understanding. Intransi-
tive understandingʼs indeterminate grasp of the object 
is more true to the concept of the object than transitive 
understandingʼs determinate and directly communicable 
but necessarily abstract and partial attempt to compre-
hend it. Since intransitive reflection guides the operation 
of the transitive understanding, it is the ground of the 
latter and not vice versa. 

 42. Ibid., p. 350. 
 43. Ibid., p. 359.
 44. Ibid., p. 397.
 45. See ch. 9, ʻEthical Modernismʼ.
 46. Ibid. 
 47. Ibid., p. 293. Bernstein takes this thesis from John Mc-

Dowell and summarizes it as the claim that if ʻreceptiv-
ity can be seamlessly incorporated in the spontaneity 
of thoughtʼ, then it follows that ʻfeatures of the world 
can be regarded as wholly within the space of reasons; 
what is manifest in experience is always already cat-
egorically articulated, and thus a component of a mean-
ingful whole.  ̓ It must be conceded that Roseʼs work 
does not directly address the epistemological questions 
at stake here. However, her reading of Hegel in Hegel 
Contra Sociology brackets out the question of the re-
lation of Spirit to Nature. The dialectical inversions 
of the relation between the conceptual and intuitional 
moments in knowledge are expounded phenomeno-
logically even in the Logic as falling entirely within 
Spirit. To this extent, her reading is closer to the post-
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Kantian idealist interpretation of Hegel presented by 
Robert Pippin (in Hegel s̓ Idealism: The Satisfactions of 
Self-Consciousness, Cambridge University Press, Cam-
bridge, 1989), which in turn has a similar understanding 
of the relation between spontaneity and receptivity to 
McDowellʼs, than to Adornoʼs/Bernsteinʼs notion of the 
non-identical.

 48. The Broken Middle, ch. 5, ʻLove and the State, Varn-
hagen, Luxemburg and Arendtʼ, pp. 183–246.

 49. See Roseʼs essay ̒ O Untimely Death./ Death!ʼ, in Mourn-
ing Becomes the Law: Philosophy and Representation, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1996, p. 135.

 50. Cited in Adorno: Disenchantment and Ethics, p. 48.
 51. Emil Fackenheim, The Religious Dimension in Hegel s̓ 

Thought, Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1967, 
p. 241. For an extended comparison of Fackenheimʼs and 
Roseʼs concepts of the ʻbroken middleʼ, see my essay 
ʻWhither the Broken Middle? Rose and Fackenheim 
on Mourning, Modernity and the Holocaustʼ, in Robert 
Fine and Charles Turner, eds, Social Theory and the 
Holocaust, Liverpool University Press, Liverpool, 2000, 
ch. 3.

 52. For a discussion and justification of this development in 
Critical Theory, see J.M. Bernstein, Recovering Ethical 
Life: Jürgen Habermas and the Future of Critical 
Theory, Routledge, London and New York, 1995. ch. 
1, ʻCritical Theory – The Very Ideaʼ, pp. 10–34.

 53. The work of Michael Theunissen is a notable exception 
in this respect.

 54. A full assessment of Roseʼs relation to Christianity and 
religion based on her complete authorship must await 
another study.
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