Adorno’s Marx and philosophical

terminology
Jake Orbison

Adorno’s Marx is to be found in his legacy. This is be-
cause, despite being present everywhere, Marx appears
only indirectly throughout Adorno’s work. Adorno al-
ludes often to Marx — in “The Actuality of Philosophy’,
Minima Moralia, Negative Dialectics, Aesthetic Theory —
but the most sustained attention he gave to Marx appears
in transcripts of seminars and lectures. Unfortunately,
as he makes clear, Adorno would have hated for these
transcripts to become authoritative:

While a text has to provide exact references, lectures are
necessarily restricted to the dogmatic assertion of their
conclusions. Therefore, the author cannot take respons-
ibility for what is printed here and regards it merely as an
aide-mémoire for those who were present at his impro-
visation and would, of course, like to continue reflecting
on the matters examined, based on the modest sugges-
tions conveyed to them. To the author, the fact that there
is a universal tendency to record off-the-cuff speeches
on tape and then disseminate them is itself a behavioural
symptom of the administered world, which seeks to pin
down even that ephemeral word whose truth lies in its
transience in order to commit the speaker to it. A tape re-
cording is something akin to the fingerprint of the living
spirit.!

Nevertheless, Adorno’s lectures have played an in-
tegral role in shaping his legacy. Most notably, perhaps,
Hans-Georg Backhaus’s transcriptions from Adorno’s
seminar in 1962 —published under the title ‘Marx and
the Basic Concepts of Sociological Theory’ — are credited
as a source text for the Neue Marx Lektiire, or New Marx
Reading, that would emerge from Adorno’s doctoral stu-
dents and would go on to shape large parts of the West
German left.? Around the same time, from May 1962 to
February 1963, Adorno was giving a lecture course titled
‘Philosophical Terminology’, where he again addressed
Marx’s work. In particular, in a lecture on February 7,
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1963, he dealt directly with the categories of Marx’s cri-
tique and unfolded what he called ‘Marx’s System’. This
essay introduces the first English translation of that lec-
ture.

It discusses one of the philosophically idiosyncratic
aspects of Adorno’s reading of Marx. Namely, Adorno de-
scribes the two factors of the commodity, ‘use-value’ and
‘exchange-value’ as the ‘system-transcendent concept of
value’ and ‘system-immanent concept of value’, respect-
ively.> What follows will note the lecture’s significance
for the New Reading of Marx that emerged among Ad-
orno’s doctoral students, as well as its place in Adorno’s
Anglophone reception. The bulk of this introduction,
however, is dedicated to contextualising how the vari-
ous terms in the phrase ‘system-transcendent concept of
value’ are constituted in Adorno’s own thought. The read-
ing of Marx’s value theory, which surfaces in this lecture,
emerges from Adorno’s fundamental philosophical pre-
cepts and method of inquiry. While, of course, essential
to understanding the West German Marxist traditions
and Western Marxism more broadly, re-examining Ad-
orno’s Marx may prove useful for a contemporary Left, as
it re-examines its relationship to traditional and critical
theories alike.

The Whole is the False

In this lecture, Adorno writes, ‘If Marx offers us no “philo-
sophy of nature”, so to speak, then this itself, I would
think, has a philosophical significance’. Certainly, the
same holds true for Adorno’s reading of Marx. Pre-
cisely how that significance is to be understood has,
however, together with the entire legacy of critical the-
ory, become a matter of debate. Two landmark com-
pendiums on Frankfurt School critical theory were re-



cently published within a year of each other. If we al-
low ourselves to be a bit schematic, we might say that
these two companions represent the two main camps
of Adorno interpretation: what Chris O’Kane calls the
‘Western—Marxist Interpretation’ and the ‘Habermasian
Interpretation’.* Respectively, The SAGE Handbook of
Frankfurt School Critical Theory, edited by Werner Bone-
feld, Beverley Best and O’Kane himself, was published in
2018; The Routledge Companion to the Frankfurt School,
edited by Peter E. Gordon, Espen Hammer and Axel Hon-
neth, followed in 2019. Perhaps the greatest point of
contention between these two critical approaches to the
Frankfurt School lies in their relationship to Marx and
Marxism.

The Habermasian camp consists of prominent schol-
ars who have played a role in shaping critical theory in-
stitutionally, both in Frankfurt and abroad, at least since
the 1970s. As opposed to the Routledge collection, edited
by figures associated with this tradition, the SAGE editors
argue that what the Frankfurt School has to offer, they
develop, above all, through reading Marx: ‘At its best,
and with reference to Marx, [critical theory] makes the
petrified relations dance by uncovering the sheer unrest
of life that endows society as a real abstraction with a
dynamic, a consciousness and a will, however perverted,
in the form of the social object and the social actions
that it entails’.’ Following the first generation of Ad-
orno and Horkheimer, this tradition was shaped not by
Habermas, as Bonefeld, Best and O’Kane argue, but by the
‘New Reading of Marx’ developed by doctoral students
of Adorno, most notably Hans-Georg Backhaus, Helmut
Reichelt, Hans-Jiirgen Krahl and Alfred Schmidt.®

In the 1960s, the rise of the New Left brought about
several new approaches to Marx. Broadly speaking, in
Europe, three major readings arose. In Italy, Operaismo,
or ‘Workerism’, took hold under the intellectual leader-
ship of Mario Tronti and Raniero Panzieri. Texts like
Workers and Capital and the journal Quaderni Rossi ar-
ticulated a reading of Marx that viewed labour as tak-
ing on a more active role in the dialectic of the capital-
relation, to which capital then reacts and recombines.
Essential to this tradition is the idea that labour pos-
sesses potenza, a ‘fructifying vitality’ and ‘form-giving
fire’” which must precede capitalist social relations (and,
indeed, all social relations).® In France, Althusser and his
students developed so-called ‘structural Marxism’, which

interrogated not just the order of the dialectical move-
ment of the capital-relation, but indeed, disassembled
more fundamental aspects of Marx’s philosophy — not-
ably, his Hegelianism, his humanism and his material-
ism. Whereas operaismo lead to an emphasis on workers’
autonomy from capital, in effect, structuralist Marxism
emphasised the autonomy of intellectual labour from
the machinations of history. This reading facilitated an
odd marriage between cultural movements in Europe and
the U.S., and Maoist party politics not just in France but
through the burgeoning Third World.’

The students of Adorno and Horkheimer, by contrast,
read Capital as a critique of political economy, rather
than a prescription for alterative systems of social re-
lations.!® Peter Hudis usefully describes the German
New Reading as a kind of ‘objectivist Marxism ... best
understood as an analysis of objective forms that assume
complete self-determination and automaticity’, in op-
position to the ‘subjectivist Marxisms’ coming out of
France and Italy.!! The New German Reading, in short,
centred Marx’s theory of value and its determination of
social forms. All European New Left readings of Marx re-
approach Capital through the Grundrisse, but as Moishe
Postone and Helmut Reinecke note in their introduc-
tion to the Grundrisse’s first English edition, ‘Marx re-
peatedly points out in the Grundriss[e] that the origins
and grounds of class relationships are to be searched
for in the germ-form of the commodity’.!? This reading
uniquely insists on the unity of all political and economic
forms, as proceeding from the commodity form.!® In that
way, as Riccardo Bellofiore and Tommaso Redolfi Riva
note in their guide to the Neue Marx-Lektiire in the pages
of this journal, NML can also be seen as ‘a long footnote’
to Adorno’s aphorism, its own inversion of Hegel, ‘The
whole is the false’.!# The critique of political economy
finds ideology everywhere and its self-image ‘nowhere’.!®

The Marx that emerges from the Frankfurt School
and from the New Marx Reading has had a major impact
on the recent, post-2008 return to Marx. As opposed to
French ‘structuralist’ readings that had bled into post-
structuralism, postmodernism and ultimately ‘postmarx-
ism’, West German Marxisms seemed to offer a more
philological approach to Capital that centred Marx’s the-
ory of value.'® While scholarly, these readings often did
not carry a similar institutional weight to those of the
Habermasian camp: many were to be found outside the
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academy in the works of independent leftist publishers,
collectives and journals like krisis, endnotes, Initiative
Sozialistisches Forum and ¢a ira-Verlag, among others.
The SAGE Handbook crystalises, in this way, an institu-
tional return to Marx as much as it does a reassessment
of the Frankfurt School by way of this more Marxological
tradition. Western Marxism’s influence in academia has
grown as postmodern post-Marxism has become less in-
fluential. Today’s academic Marxism increasingly des-
cends not from Althusser but from Adorno and the New
Reading. One reason for this may be that, because the
political interpretations of value theory are still being
debated, and despite some grotesque attempts to use
Marx’s theory of value to defend American and Israeli
militarism, the West German readings of Marx seem to
have a somewhat ecumenical character.!”

In that context, the moments in which Adorno ad-
dresses Marx directly take on a special gravity. For ex-
ample, in his introduction to Backhaus’s transcript of Ad-
orno’s 1962 summer seminar, O’Kane argues that these
notes serve not only as a ‘germinus’ of Marxist critical
theory, but also as proof that Marxist critical theory is
the more faithful and richer interpretation of Adorno’s
work, contra its institutional ‘Habermasian’ lineage. The
terminus of that project, however, is using Adorno to read
Marx better, not the other way around. In other words,
continuing this project will be a process of finding the
edges of Adorno’s Marx — where he and other Frankfurt
theorists depart not only from “Traditional Marxism’ but
indeed from Marxism as a tradition. Part of this effort
is already underway in scholarship that interrogates the
forms of critique that arose from their activist students
as a rebellion against Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s own
political analyses in the 1960s and 1970s, most import-
antly regarding the Vietnam War and Third World move-
ments. '8

Crucially, historicising the Frankfurt School as a
Marxist tradition entails a systematic, immanent critique
of Adorno’s Marx, rather than treating his interpretation
as a kind of sublime absence. Most of that work must hap-
pen by grappling with the contradictions within Adorno’s
own legacy. For example, how do the tensions between,
say, Postone’s and Bonefeld’s ‘anti-nationalist’ and An-
gela Davis’s and Hans-Jiirgen Krahl’s ‘anti-authoritarian’
Marx advance and unfold the historical contradictions
within Adorno’s work? Why was Adorno’s thought, which
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so effectively absorbed its own era, then able to be
ushered towards Habermasian international liberalism,
which in effect argues for an even greater hegemony of
Western liberalism, while at the same time giving rise
to council communist traditions like Open Marxism and
the anti-deutsche movement? Such an undertaking may
prove vital to any continuation of critical theory, as the
intellectual’s role as a ‘critical promotive factor’ to the
proletariat changes once again, to borrow a phrase from
Horkheimer.!® Adorno’s scant writings on Marx can help
orient our place in the wide-ranging legacy of critical

theory.

Some observations about Adorno and Marx have be-
come matters of consensus. Contra the Habermasian
reading, Adorno’s study of Marx reveals his focus on ‘eco-
nomic objectivity’. Indeed, it is a central premise of the
‘Western Marxist’ reading of Adorno that critical the-
ory offers a critique of society as an ‘economic object’.
Commodity fetishism blocks the theorisation of a human
‘social subject’ as relations between people become ob-
jectified, reified.?’ Peter Osborne argues that the refusal
to theorise a social subject led to a ‘liberal’ emphasis on
aesthetic and individual subjectivity:

This historically contradictory liberalism would become



the baseline of Adorno’s political thought, and the polit-
ical rationale for his enduring defense of the philosophy
of the subject as a philosophy of consciousness, des-
pite an increasing emphasis on the structural constitu-
tion of social experience — with value acting as a kind
of transcendental social subject-function - in his read-
ing of Marx’s critique of political economy in the early
1960s.2!

The new translation of Adorno’s lecture confirms a
defining contradiction of Adorno’s reception, ‘despite’
his ruthless ideology criticism. A negative-dialectical
interpretation of Marx (as opposed, perhaps, to a ‘dia-
lectical’ interpretation) calls for a political subjectivity
that is not immanent to but transcendent of value. Ad-
orno wants to preserve in his work some semblance of
normativity, in the face of wrong life — of the economic
objectivity of value and its historical particularities under
‘late capitalism’. For the Habermasians, that normativ-
ity means resuscitating the Enlightenment project of
reasoned debate,?? while for the more Marxian critical
theorists, that normativity refers to a concealed human-
ism of ‘communist individuals’, sustained through ma-
terial suffering and critical thought that can be realised
only when liberated from the rule of abstractions.??

Adorno’s newly translated lecture on Marx helps us
understand how these many political interpretations of
Adorno happen not just ‘despite’ his interest in Marx’s
materialism, but indeed through his interpretations of
Marx. In the lecture, Adorno uses Marx (and particularly
his concepts of ‘utility’ and ‘productivity’) to separate the
concept of economic objectivity from human subjectivity.
Adorno accomplishes this by revising core philosophical
concepts in Kant and Hegel, which his reading of Marx
brings into sharp relief. In short, Adorno encourages us to
be Hegelian in our study of value and Kantians in our re-
bellion against it. The rest of this essay argues this point
by contextualising the newly translated lecture. I offer
an extended gloss of perhaps the lecture’s most interest-
ing terms: that is, Adorno’s description of use-value and
exchange-value as the ‘system-transcendent concept of
value’ and ‘system-immanent concept of value’, respect-
ively. While the lecture will not upend our understanding
of Adorno, his analysis of Marx — and these descriptors
in particular - provide valuable insight into how critical
theory has been driven in such contradictory directions,
both of which define themselves in opposition to the

imperfect and heterogenous history of Marxist struggle.

System

Adorno’s lecture clarifies that his rejection of ‘Marxism’
(or ‘DIAMAT’, Adorno’s term for Dialectical Materialism
as an official party ideology) as an orthodoxy is insep-
arable from his rejection of readings that consider ‘Marx-
ism’ or dialectical materialism a closed philosophical ‘sys-
tem’. In the very first lecture of Philosophical Terminology,
on May 8, 1962 at the Goethe University Frankfurt, Ad-
orno clarified that his approach in these lectures would
be characteristically constellatory:

The philosophical approach, with which I would like to
familiarize you, is to be found in the thinking that is not
bound to systematics in the conventional sense — because
when one gives an introduction to philosophy by taking
on single words and concepts, one obviously also accepts
as part of the deal the randomness and isolation of these
words or concepts.**

The method of this lecture course, he explains, would
be to work through the ‘appearance’ of the isolation and
randomness of these concepts and philosophies to illu-
minate their essential connections — without attempting
to comprehend completely those essences in a static or
total sense. Attempting to comprehend ‘totality’, Adorno
considers a form of closed-off identity-thinking, which
he associates with idealism.

‘Systems’ and ‘systematic thought’ are keys to un-
derstanding how, for Adorno, Marxism betrayed Marx’s
philosophy. As Adorno put it in Negative Dialectics, ‘The
system is the belly turned mind, and rage is the mark
of each and every idealism’.?> For Adorno, systematic
thinking is the way the ego insists on its identity with the
‘not-I’, such that nothing eludes its grasp; he compares
system-thinking to a predator stalking and devouring
its prey. At the same time, Adorno notes, systems are
necessary for philosophy’s effort to elude human hege-
mony and domination; Adorno credits Benjamin with
pointing out that philosophy without a system is not pos-
sible and that those ‘existentialist’ philosophies claiming
to be anti-systemic merely disguise their even hungrier,
even more rageful systematics.?® And so in his Lectures
on Negative Dialectics, Adorno calls his own philosophy
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a ‘secularised system’,%’ which he revises into an ‘anti-

system’ in the final text of Negative Dialectics — but an
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‘anti-system’ in the sense that an anti-hero is still a
hero.?8 There he clarifies:

The systematic trend lives on in negation alone. The cat-
egories of a critique of systems are at the same time the
categories in which the particular is understood. What
has once legitimately transcended particularity in the sys-
tem has its place outside the system. The interpretive eye
which sees more in a phenomenon than it is — and solely
because of what it is — secularizes metaphysics. Only
a philosophy in fragment form would give their proper
place to the monads, those illusory idealistic drafts. They
would be conceptions, in the particular, of the totality
that is inconceivable as such.?’

Adorno seeks to transform the concept of the system
and thus to unleash from within its generative power to
connect particulars without consuming them.

Despite being such an important concept in his work,
‘system’ does not appear as one of the terms in Philosoph-
ical Terminology until the very end of the sequence, when
Adorno arrives at Marx. For Adorno, Marx originates the
‘anti-system’ and models a philosophy of negation. In
his February 1, 1963 lecture, the one immediately preced-
ing the translated text, he finally addresses ‘system’ as a
term, after having used it throughout the course. Adorno
argues that ‘the philosophical system first and foremost
aims to be a deductive system. It wants to be derived from
a single point and not just understood as the ordering,
however logically structured and complete in itself, of a
given material’.>® Adorno goes on to say that Kant’s is
a possible exception here: for, while everything in the
Kantian system can be said to emanate out of the Tran-
scendental Aesthetic, at least Kant attempted to impose
limits, a ‘block’, on what could be known. It is not un-
til Marx that such apt philosophical modesty reappears,
for Adorno, transformed into a kind of audacity. Marx’s
system, he argues, has a ‘peculiarly ironic and fractured
character’:>! Marx uses the Kantian ‘limit’ which refuses
to pursue things in themselves as a barrier insulating crit-
ical thought from the wrongness of the actually existing
world. Thus, for Adorno, Marx’s immanent critique of
political economy was simultaneously an immanent cri-
tique of idealist systems, ‘especially that last and greatest,
the Hegelian system’.>2

What we get then on 7 February, in the 42" Jecture
of this series, is an astounding and idiosyncratic read-
ing of Marx’s theory of value. Here, Adorno describes
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the ‘two factors’ of the commodity, which begin Marx’s
critique of political economy and from which his entire
analysis of capitalism proceeds, as a ‘system immanent
concept of value’ and a ‘system transcendent concept of
value’. Adorno calls the ‘system immanent concept of
value’ what Marx terms ‘exchange-value’ or ‘the value-
form’. He explains, ‘Marx’s entire analysis of modern
society proceeds from the analysis of the commodity
form of the exchange-object’. That is, from the perspect-
ive of the commodity not as an object of use but as an
object of exchange, Marx is able to deduce the rest of
the categories of his critique, the remainder of his sys-
tem as presented in Capital. “Value’ is the category out
of which all other categories and concepts emerge, the
single point from which the completed bourgeois system>>
- rather than a transcendent system of thought - is ‘de-
rived’. And yet, for Adorno, Marx presents a ‘peculiarly
ironic and fractured’ system insofar as that starting point
is not just ‘doubled’ in a Hegelian sense,>* but is itself a
moment of lasting non-identity.

Concept

Throughout the lecture, Adorno points out that Marx’s
core concepts often bear a double meaning: one ‘accord-
ing to the rules of society’ and a second, more general,
even romantic meaning, where the latter enables the cri-
tique of the former. For example, ‘productivity’ has a
technical meaning with respect to commodity produc-
tion and the valorisation process. Many workers are not
‘productive’ in this strict sense, as their labour belongs
properly to the sphere of circulation and not production.
And yet, Adorno notes, Marx understands that Milton
was ‘productive’ in a higher sense in producing Paradise
Lost. Marx’s ‘materialism’, for Adorno, bears a similar
double meaning. On the one hand, ‘materialism’ refers to
various materialist traditions, which Adorno’s Philosoph-
ical Terminology lectures trace back to the presocratic
philosophers, those who believe in either the animacy of
material things or who reduce all intellectual and social
life to material processes. On the other hand, for Adorno,
dialectical materialism understands material reality as
something ‘mediated in itself, as something mediated
through society’. Marx’s materialism is a critique of ma-
terialism: it recognises the materiality of ideas, and as
such calls for the ‘end of materialism’.



It is certainly not idiosyncratic to recognise the doub-
ling of Marxian concepts, as Adorno does in this lec-
ture. Marx explicitly foregrounds the doubleness of his
concept of value: the first chapter of Capital centres
on the ‘two factors of the commodity’, ‘use-value’ and
‘exchange-value’. It is, however, unique to map that doub-
ling onto the relationship between immanent and tran-
scendental critique, as is the case with Adorno’s descrip-
tion of the two factors of the commodity as the ‘system
transcendent concept of value’ and ‘system immanent
concept of value’, respectively.>® For example, by con-
trast, in his influential essay ‘From the Commodity to
Capital: Hegel’s Dialectic in Marx’s Capital’, Jairus Banaji
notes that through its analysis of the commodity form,
‘the beginning [of Capital] is a movement between two
points of departure’.>®. For Banaji, value is, on the one
hand, the ground from which Marx will develop the rest of
his critique; on the other hand, value is also the ‘abstract
essence’ of the entire presentation. It is both the first
‘moment’ of capital and the ‘totality reflected-into-itself’
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- mirroring ‘becoming’ and ‘being’ in Hegel’s opening to
the Science of Logic.

Unlike Banaji, Adorno reads the dual character of
Marx’s concept of value in a decidedly Kantian way. In-
deed, here and throughout his lectures, Adorno’s under-
standing of conceptual doubling recalls Horkheimer’s,
from his 1937 essay ‘Traditional and Critical Theory’.%’
For Adorno, as for the early Horkheimer, Marx’s concepts
are ‘doubled’ not in terms of a concrete and abstract pur-
posiveness, but rather in terms of ‘purposiveness’ and
‘obscurity’. For Adorno, Marx’s dialectics are negative
insofar as his theory of value provides not just two con-
ceptual ‘points of departure’, but in fact, a mechanism of
conceptual capture and a suggestion of what lies beyond
conceptual capture. ‘Use value’, for Adorno, is ‘system
transcendent’ insofar as it is a concept, but while still
suggesting an outside to value’s conceptual reach. The
difference is subtle but crucial: Adorno’s reading of value
as a ‘concept’ centres on this tendentious reading of con-
ceptual ‘doubleness’ or ‘brokenness’.
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A few months earlier, in Lecture 21, Adorno had poin-
ted out that Marx’s so-called system, like Hegel’s, stems
from the doubleness of concepts. However, Adorno ar-
gues that Marx, unlike Hegel, observed that this broken-
ness entailed a limit to what philosophy can ‘know’. Ad-
orno argues — controversially — that Hegel places at the
centre of his system the contradiction between the tran-
scendental subject of post-Kantian idealism and an ‘I-
ness’ (‘Ichheit’) that cannot be derived from pure spirit.
Marx, by contrast, centres the brokenness of social ob-
jectivity, Adorno claims:

Exchange-value - indeed, exchange in general — exists
only insofar as concepts exist. In this respect, the mo-
ment of the concept, i.e., the non-material [nichtstoff-
liche] moment, inheres not only in the construction of
concepts nor simply in the observer, but equally in the
matter of the social objectivity itself, which Marx seeks
to analyze.®

‘Exchange-value’ is ‘system immanent’ insofar as it de-
scribes a mode of social objectivity immanent to cap-
ital. Similarly, to understand use-value as the ‘system-
transcendent concept of value’, we first have to under-
stand that it is a concept, contra ‘DIAMAT’, which mis-
understands ‘use-value’ as something ‘material’ or ‘nat-
ural’, and so beyond concepts altogether. Adorno refers
to these sorts of materialism as ‘vulgar’, ‘hedonistic’ or
‘anthropological’. Instead, in Marx’s broken system, ‘use-
value’ or the ‘natural form’ of the commodity negates
both the bourgeois idealism of value and the nomin-
alistic, conceptless, or one-size-fits-all materialism by
gesturing toward a concept of nature and a mode of so-
cial objectivity that cannot be finalised. To this end, Ad-
orno cites Marx’s repudiation of Lassalle in Critique of the
Gotha Program and even ends his lecture with an uncited
reference to Lenin’s ‘Conspectus of Hegel’s Lectures on
the History of Philosophy’: ‘Intelligent idealism is closer
to intelligent materialism than stupid materialism’.>°

If this analysis — which Adorno substantiates with a
discussion of ‘productive and unproductive labour’, and
Marx’s famous discussion of Milton’s as a silkworm pro-
ducing silk — seems rudimentary for readers of Radical
Philosophy, it is no doubt because Adorno’s reading of
Marx has so profoundly influenced our tradition. This
reading is clearly present in the first chapter of Cap-
ital: “The value of the linen as a congealed mass of hu-
man labour can be expressed only as an ‘objectivity’ [Ge-
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genstdndlichkeit] a thing which is materially different
from the linen, itself and yet common to the linen and all
other commodities’.*® However, it remains controversial
even within Western Marxism, probably because it can-
not be immediately politicised. Adorno’s reading refuses
to take any political mandate from what ecosocialists

1 In Lec-

would call the ‘metabolic rift’ with nature.*
ture 41, from which the quotation above is excerpted
and which immediately precedes the translated lecture
included in this issue, Adorno alludes to his student
Alfred Schmidt’s The Concept of Nature in Marx (1962).
Schmidt’s argument that Marx calls for a mastery of the
mastery of nature certainly seems to influence Adorno’s
analysis.*? Rather than mandating a politics of ecoso-
cialism or politics centred around the supposedly vital,
form-giving power of labour, Adorno’s Marx — particu-
larly through the concept of use-value - articulates anti-
capitalist politics as a problem, not a solution.

Because it refuses to ontologise ‘nature’ and ‘labour’,
Adorno’s reading of Marx has engendered a wide range
of analyses of the concept of class itself. For Adorno,
DIAMAT orthodoxy has a highly reductive, one-sided
reading of Marx, wherein the immediate, natural form of
use-value must be liberated from exchange-value. One
could imagine, therefore, that a critical approach might
seek to supplement Marx’s dialectical, systematic ana-
lysis of capital with a dialectical, systematic analysis of
‘the political economy of the working class’. Michael
Lebowitz, for example, calls for exactly that in Beyond
Capital, where he argues that Capital tells only half the
story and that we should fill in Marx’s ‘missing book on
wage labour’ to develop a dialectical understanding of
necessary and social needs.*> For Adorno, however, the
concept of use-value precludes systematic thinking: it
‘transcends’ systematicity. It performs a negative labour,
hinting at but unable to realise a different, human system
of form determination.

We get such a great variety in ‘value-form politics’
because it is so difficult to understand what it might
mean to ‘transcend’ systems. It is clear enough that
understanding the ‘system immanent concept of value’
requires close attention to Marx’s Hegelianism.** To
‘transcend’ the Hegelian movement of the value-form,
however, for Adorno, requires a moment of real frac-
ture, a true break. As a result, the ‘value-form’ tradition
seemingly unites a wide variety of approaches that are



Hegelian in their reading of Capital but more Kantian in
their ‘anti-capitalism’. In effect, ‘value-form theory’ be-
comes portable enough to accommodate the splintering
off of various tendencies according to their approach to
the problem of ‘natural form’: for example, endnotes’
value-form plus the ‘immediate communist measures’ or
‘communisation’;**; Robert Kurz’s value-form plus the
‘ontological break’ of ‘new embryonic forms™® Krahl’s
‘value—form plus propaganda of the deed’;*’ Postone’s
value-form plus Arendt’s ‘faculty of human action’;*
or value-form plus ‘council communism’ in the case of
Friends of the Classless Society, Werner Bonefeld, and
others. The list could go on, where ‘value-form’ describes
the internal movement and historical dynamism of cap-
ital’s concept, and the ‘politics’ or ‘anti-politics’ describes
the conceptual precondition we hope to make a result —
non-fetishised, non-value-form-determined, social re-
lations. ‘“Transcendence’, in this context, often takes on
an ‘immediate’ character because such politics reject the
notion that capital could immanently mediate the dis-
solution of its own concept. The concept of ‘use-value’,
rather, bears a particularly dangerous form of fetishism,
which in this tradition is always connected to the fetish-

ised and foreshortened forms of anti-capitalism.*’

Transcendent

‘Transcendent’ is perhaps the trickiest word in the phrase
‘system-transcendent concept of value’ because Adorno
uses it somewhat idiosyncratically. Adorno gave a lec-
ture course on Kant’s First Critique in 1959 that is illu-
minating to think with here. The overarching goal of
that course is to ‘revise’ Kant’s concept of the ‘transcend-
ental’.*”

Adorno begins with Kant’s definition of transcend-
ental as a kind of thinking that investigates ‘basic con-
cepts’ or ‘basic forms of a conceptual or intuitive kind
that enables our reason’.’! Throughout his discussion,
though, Adorno gives reasons for why the transcendental
cannot be a static ‘realm’ conceived in purely logical,
psychological or metaphysical terms. Conceiving of the
transcendental as a realm in which ‘ideas have their be-
ing’, Adorno argues, sets post-Kantian philosophy on a
futile search for Absolute identity. Instead, in Adorno’s
revision, to transcend is to ‘acknowledge the fact of non-
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identity’>* — in other words, to achieve some awareness

and acceptance of the fact that no concept is autonom-
ous.

Image credit: Oliver Sutherland

This is a very odd way to revise, so as to champion,
Kant. Adorno uses a strange economic metaphor to il-
lustrate what he means by non-identical: “We may say
that the sphere of the transcendental is a no man’s land,
or more precisely it is not a land at all if by that we
mean something with fixed features. It is rather a gi-
gantic credit system in which the final IOU cannot be
redeemed’.>> Adorno uses debt to explain his heterogen-
eous or ‘non-identical’ revision of the transcendental.
Elsewhere, he describes this project as ‘the realization
of universality in the reconciliation of differences’>* or
‘convict[ing] totality of nonidentity with itself — of the
nonidentity it denies, according to its own concept’.”®

More philosophically salient in this image of the
‘transcendental sphere’ in a non-identical sense is ac-
tually Adorno’s reading of Hegel. In the final lectures of
Philosophical Terminology, Adorno ends not with Marx
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but by settling accounts with Hegel and Kant. He admits
that his (and Horkheimer’s) Hegel is idiosyncratic:

This would, however, be one of the strongest arguments
for the thesis, for which, as you know, Horkheimer and
I advocate very emphatically, that Hegel is — to a much
greater extent than is conceded in the usual history of
philosophy, which simply adheres to the crudest theses —
a Kant come into his own.*®

The Frankfurt School’s Hegel is not a critique of Kant,
but ‘a Kant come into his own’.%’

Hegel completes Kant’s project, for Adorno, in the
sense that ‘There is no absolute limit, no absolute con-
tradiction between immanence and transcendence’.”®
Though Adorno had first introduced it more than a dec-
ade earlier in ‘Cultural Criticism and Society’,59
tainly it appears in his studies of Kant,° this insight, in
fact, concludes Philosophical Terminology. In some ways,
Adorno’s analysis of Marx supports the larger project
of synthesising Kant and Hegel, transcendence and im-

manence. Equipped with his revised image of the sphere

and cer-

of transcendence as a giant credit system, Adorno ar-
gues that the interdependence of concepts and the non-
identity of the Absolute undergird all investigations into
their ‘things-in-themselves’.

‘The Mask Of Truth’

We can now finally use the phrase ‘system-transcendent
concept of value’ as a window onto Adorno’s reading of
Marx. Use-value is ‘system-transcendent’ insofar as it
is a concept, yes, but it is not one that could serve as an
‘emancipatory embryonic [or ‘germ’] form’ that so many
value-form theorists seek.®! However, to remain negat-
ive and not purely fetishistic, the concept of use-value
need only alert us to value’s being as both real and un-
true, rather than supplanting it with a new, true reality. It
is here that Adorno via Kant introduces aesthetic judge-
ment. Ultimately, for Adorno, any political interpretation
of use-value would be an ephemeral instantiation of its
deeper, philosophical import, as an object of aesthetic
judgement.

Only through aesthetic judgments can we experi-
ence the incompleteness of our basic concepts as a kind
of truth. “What is revolutionary in the Critique of Judg-
ment’, Adorno writes, ‘is in keeping with the whole of
his subjectivism, which plays a significant part in his ob-
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jective effort to save objectivity through the analysis of
subjective elements’.%? In short, through aesthetic pleas-
ure and the liquidation of the ‘I’, we can come to terms
with the truth of the credit system. Thus, for Adorno, art
itself becomes the ‘secularization of transcendence’.®®
Aesthetic judgments make objectivity accessible to sub-
jectivity while maintaining the primacy of non-identity,
of negativity, of the object.

Aesthetic Theory, therefore, introduces a link between
the ‘transcendent’ concept of use-value and the artwork
as an object of secular transcendence. When approached
critically, for Adorno, use-value presents a relationship
to appearance and fetishism that goes beyond commodity
fetishism. Artworks accomplish this by being autonom-
ous, ‘useless’:

The truth content of artworks, which is indeed their so-
cial truth, is predicated on their fetish character. The
principle of heteronymy, apparently the counterpart of
fetishism, is the principle of exchange, and in it dom-
ination is masked. Only what does not submit to that
principle acts as the plenipotentiary of what is free from
domination; only what is useless can stand in for the
stunted use value ... In the context of total semblance,
art’s semblance of being-in-itself is the mask of truth ...
Although the magic fetishes are one of the historical roots
of art, a fetishistic element remains admixed in artworks,
an element that goes beyond commodity fetishism.*

The commodity’s ‘natural form’ transcends value by
raising questions: what makes a form ‘natural’ or ‘un-
natural’? How are forms determined? In aesthetic judg-
ment, asking these questions through formal analysis
and coming up with rules that society does not impose
amounts to a form of pleasure. For Adorno, via Kant,
this playful purposiveness without purpose undergirds
all thinking. This is already present in Adorno’s 1963 lec-
ture when he reads Marx’s analysis of Milton as discussed
above. Labour that is not subsumed by the valorisation
process, Adorno argues, dreams of a system of natural
form production that cannot be realised — except in ac-
cordance with the lawless law of beauty.

Revisiting Adorno’s Marx offers no final word on
whether or not critical theory is best understood as a
Marxist tradition; this newly translated lecture will not
help litigate how Marx should be read. However, it may
illuminate the philosophical origins of the intellectual
and political histories with which this essay began. In



short, Adorno’s unique concept of immanence and tran-
scendence has fostered a philological, Hegelian reading
of Marx accompanied by a more transcendental, Kan-
tian approach to politics — often flying under the sign of
‘antipolitics’. Adorno did not state a clear preference for
Kant over Hegel, in the way many Adornians do.®® In fact,
in the final lecture of Philosophical Terminology, Adorno
affirms the ‘primacy of immanent criticism’.®® And yet,
it is difficult not to place Adorno’s ‘anti-totality’ revision
of Kant and Hegel within a broader context of postwar
anti-Hegelianism, which equates thinking totality with
totalitarian thinking.

This ‘anti-totality’ criticism is certainly easy to view
sympathetically when historicised in the broader context
of anti-Marxism and the failures of Stalinism. However,
today, as crises mount and Habermasian critical theory in
the academy reinterrogates its roots in Marx and Adorno,
we must interrogate the limits of that surviving term.
How has the critique of fetishised and foreshortened anti-
capitalism been transformed into a limit, rather than a
ground for solidarity? Writing against tendencies in cri-
ticism that revel in the sublimity of their objects, Colleen
Lye and Chris Nealon observe, ‘This is the irony of the
various ‘anti-critical’ and affirmative turns in recent lit-
erary study: they are rhetorically anti-Marxist, but they
are enabled by a Kantian turn to epistemological modesty
that was worked out by Western Marxists themselves’.’

Western Marxists have begun to reconsider this mod-
esty, as the politics of possibility are no longer possible.
Adorno and Marx are each indispensable today, but for
different reasons. Adorno is not the final authority on
Marx, but rather a major chapter in Marxist intellectual
history. His work demonstrates the urgent task of trans-
forming the tradition to which you belong in the face of
new conditions and contradictions. The need to revise
the Frankfurt School is not limited to Adorno’s partic-
ular opinions on jazz, the student movement or Third
World national liberation struggles.®® It includes reck-
oning with ‘negative dialectics’ as a methodological re-
working of Adorno’s reading of Marx as an inheritor of
German Idealism. The Neue Marx-Lektiire caught the
imagination of Marxists over the last 15 years for good
reason: compared to other New Left and post-68 strains
of Western Marxism, the NML and ‘value-form theory’
more broadly has the capacity to help us think about the
historical movement of Marx’s economic categories, in-

cluding class, via capitalism’s essential logic. Still, over
time, its historical innovations may obscure more than
they clarify of the broader historical materialist tradition.
In other words, an interrogation of Adorno’s Marx contin-
ues to serve as a crucible through which contemporary
communist thought must pass.

Jake Orbison is a writer and graduate student in English at The
University of California, Berkeley.
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