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sclf-organized independent labor (Eigenarbeit) and, at the very least, to subject
it to the same criteria of social justice which claim validity in the formal
employment sector of society. '

Itis this opposition between a blind process of spontaneous “dualization™
of society and a dual economy based on a political program which is bound to
cause a parting of the “black-and-green” and “red-green” tendencies, which
presently appear to be engaged in a semi-public challange of ideas concerning
the future of work and the labor market. Fully developed organizational mod-
els are to be found within neither tendency. And it is difficult to say whether
the continuing labor market crisis will help stimulate imagination and politi-
cal inventiveness, or instead breed fatalism and cynicism and relegate increas-
ing parts of the working class to “‘marginal” conditions of subsistence. Criscs
are always ambivalent, in that they eitherincrease orparalyze a systern’s learning
capacity. The latter outcome would prevail if either the stubbornness of
“orthodoxy” or the “realist” position, aptly described by Fritz Scharpf as
“cheerful resignation”, were to remain dominant.

A Critical University for Twenty-four Years
DAS ARGUMENT and its ARGUMENT-SONDERBANDE

Independent Western German Marxist journal since 1959. The only one that
makes them all enter into theoretical debate — communists and social de-
mocrats, new leftists and socialist christians, feminists, trade-unionists and
ecologists.
Main subjects: — hegemony, culture, politics

— labour movement and productive forces

~ — feminism and Marxism

— theory of ideology

— politics against war

— critical psychology and theory of subjectivity etc.

recent issue:

DAS ARGUMENT 142: Literatur in Bewegung

Karen Ruoff: Rockblick auf die Wende zur Neuen Subjektivitat
Evelyne Keltel: Frauen/Texte/Theorie
Klaus-Michael Bogdal: Literarische Widerspiegelung

* & &

Erich Wulff: Zur Krise des vietnamesischen Sozialismus
Subscribed: six times a year 68,60 DM/54,80 DM for students,
Distribution -~

of »Rethinking Ideology« in GB, USA, France:

International General/IMMRC POB 350, New York, NY 10013, USA;
173, Av. de la Dhuys, 93170 Bognolet, France Sa

General distribution agency: )
Argument-Vertrieb, Tegeler Str. 6, D 1000 Berlin (West) 65

ARGUMENT-VERLAG BERLIN

INTRODUCTION TO ADORNO’S
“IDEA OF NATURAL-HISTORY”

by Bob Hullot-Kentor

Missing Background
Adorno presented the “Idea of Natural-History™ on July 15, 1932, ata

mecting of the Frankfurt chapter of the Kant Society.! The society’s yearly
register, published inits journal Kani-Studien, is an important document. That
vearits register lists Paul Tillich, who supervised Adorno’s inaugural disserta-
tion, as the local director. Along with a variety of details, the socicty’s busiriess
address appears as “*Horkheimer, Viktoria Allee 17." A vear later the register’s
column for Frankfurt is blank except under the heading for local directors.
There, in parentheses, the ominous takes pains to prove its alliance with dis-
cretion: “(Director to be chosen.)™

Original-History of Style
The stvle of Adorno’s carly essay can be understood from the perspective of
his mature work, which is emphatically artificial. His last writings, particularly

Negative Dialectics and the Aesthetic Theory, are written at the limits of German

svntax: Articles are deleted;? the reference of pronouns is consistently ob-
scure, on occasion irreducibly ambiguous; prepositional objects are as arule
elliptical; the subject of a clause may be deleted and reappear in the form ofa
relative clause;! the reflexive pronoun is deferred until the end of the sentence;

1. Adorno's essay has already received substantial auention. Cf. Susan Buck-Morss, The
Origins of Negative Dialectics {New York, 1977), chapter 3, Fred R. Dallmayr, Tunlight of Subjectivity
(Amherst, 19813, pp. 211-219; Friedemann Grenz, “Die Idee der Naturgeschichte,” in X.
Deutscher Kongress fiir Philosophe, hrsg. Kurt Huebnerand Albert Menne (Hamburg, 1973), pp. 344-
350: W. Martin Luedke, Anmerkungen zu einer Logtk des Zerfalls (Frankfurt, 1981), pp. 69-85.

2. Kant-Studien, vol. 38 (1933}, p. 498.

3. E.g.“Kritikam ontologischen Bediirfnis tricbt zur immanenten der Ontologie,” Negative:
Dialektik, G.S. V1, p. 104. How 10 translate this line and many others in Negative Dialektik is a hard
question. Ashton's currentiranslation of the work is admirable for having dragged the book into;
English, but culpable for having strangled it on arrival. His translation drops clauses and whole
linesic.g., pp. 35. 76, 99, 1431 translates terms arbirarily je.g., Vermuttlung as transmission); and
changes hard thought into simple incomprehensibility by dividing the text into paragraphs
where there are none. Altogether it is a model of conformist translation. Adorno's line might be
rendered: “Critique of the ontological need leads 1o an immanent one of ontology.” Ashton
makes it both homev and pedantic: *Our critique of the ontological need brings us to an imma-
nent critique of ontology itsell.” Negative Dialectics. p. 97.

4: “Ucber die Scinsphilosophie hat keine Gewalt, was sie generell, von aussen her abwehrt,
anstatt in ihren cigenen Gefiige mit ihr es aufzunchmen, nach H egels Desiderat ihre eigene Kraft’
gegen sie zu wenden, " ibid., p. 104. The “das™ of the first clause that would normally correspond
1o the “was" of the second clause is missing. It is perhaps not possible to translate this sentence
into English and maintain the shock of the first clause. A plausible ranslation, however, could
run: “What would reject ontology, generally, from an external position, instead of taking it on in
its own structure, wurning its own force against itself according to Hegel's desideratum, has no
power over the philosophy of being,” hid., p. 97.
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the negating nicht may appear, strangely, at the beginning of the sentence;’

foreign, classical, and archaic terms are coristantly used; adverbs are posi-
tioned ungrammatically and accordingly accented.® All of these techniques
break the normal fall of the sentence and require that it be re-read and reflec-
ted upon.” In agreement with Benjamin’s dictum that “argumentation is
fruitless,” the entire structure of assumption, development, proof and con-
clusion has been discarded for a dialectic of the object itself.® Any subjectively
imposcd order, Adorno wrote, is a mask for chaos. This (‘.riliq.uc extends IE}
the usual apparatys of transitions. All of the vanations on phrases such as
“now we ¢an see” become indicators of a loss of the matter at hand. They
rarely occur in Adorno's writings; the resultis that the progression t)flh()ugh'l
initially appears fragmented and abrupt.? In the “Idea of Natural-History,”
this style had not been mastered. The artificial appears under its rcgrcsaivc
aspect; it has an archaic rigidity, a trace of which could always be found in
Adorno’s personal manner, whieh Bloch once summed up as his “mandarin
formality.” The origins of this frozen posture is fear.

Dressing Up

This linguistic posture establishes the continuity between Adorno’s carly
and later style and makes this early essay immediately recognizable to readers
of his mawre works. But the internal dynamic t)flhis-poslurc also explains the
aspect of this essay that will be least familiar. Manv will be surprised by
phrases calling for an “ontological re-orientation of history” or pmmolinig
“ontological dignity.” These lines must appear extraordinarily COm-pronising
with that same Heidegger who was later drawn and quarteréd in the Jargon of
Ardhcrma!y To compare these two works from opposite ends of Adorno’s career
in just one regard: where the call to “dignity,” just quoted, copies rhapsodic
appeals in Being and Time to the sublimity of being, the same phrase in Ador-
no’s later work is an object of analysis: *Dignity was never anything imore than
the attidude of self-preservation aspiring to be more than that.”'" These two

5. "Nilclll rlc'irhl dabeiaus, der Seinsphilosophic zu demonstrieren so ctwas gebe es nicht wie
das, was sic Sein nen‘nt." Negative Dialektik, p. 104. CI. Ashton, p. 97.
g. "Ili)rrt-ln Geschichte schon ist reich an Begriffen,” ibid,, p. 97.

. This discussion, and examples, of Adorno’s stvle come Iz '

A sion, s, 3 ¢ largely from Hermann Deuse
Inalektische Theologie (Munich, 1980), pp. 118-128. s e

8. CIL Negative Dialectics, op.qit., p. 408.
i 9. Fvl}“f“' this type f}rphﬂlSl‘d(.J('Sl:'.'('tll'l'il'l English editions it usuallv indicates faulty iransla-
ion (cl. “As we have seen. . .," Dialectic of Enlightenment, p- 43} But this 15 not always the casc.

Neither i ; justi
eris the abruptness of Adorno's language alwavs justified. It does not always lead into the -

oh_[('_rt. The abandonment of argumentative form turns the text's integrity over to its density, a
particularly vulnerable form that magnifies the slightest loss of tension, Transitional sentences

where they do occur in Adoro’s writings, have just this diluting effect. Adorno will ucrasiouall.\:
try to take up the slack by increasing the abrupmess of the sentence. The sentence quoted in foot-
note 3, fﬂf l:‘x_amplc. begins a new section and actually has a transitional function, Adormo tries ro
cover up its ll"l('l‘ii."! by heightening the abruptness of the rhetoric. Where the semence imp.li:rs
some form of c‘rmclsm in apposition to immanent criticism and gains its tension from this
implied apposition, no apposition is actually involved.

5 II%I Jargon of Authenticity, translaied by Knut Tarnowski and Frederic Will {Evanston, 1973),
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positions vis-a-vis Heidegger are not, however, as distinct as they at first
appear. Imitation and rejection are more than opposites. While Adorno had
been directly involved in the neo-ontological movement in the mid-twenties,
he had fully separated himself from it by the time thathe presented his lecture
on natural-history. That he nevertheless ended up on this occasion dressed
partially in Heideggerian uniform is explained to a degree by Leo Strauss who
describes the condition of philosophy in the early 1930s: “One has to go back
to Hegel to find another professor of philosophy who affected in a compar-
able manner the thought of Germany . .. His domination grew almost con-
tinuously in extentand in intensity . . . Eventually a state was reached which

the outsider is inclined to describe as paralysis of the critical faculties: philoso

phizing now seems o have been transformed into listening with reverence to
the incipient mythoi of Heidegger.™'!

Heidegger's philosophy was the form of mythic terror taken by the disaster
of the 30s. In the “Idea of Nawural-History,” where myth and nature are syn-
onymous, Adorno writes that nco-ontology is nothing “other than what I
mean by ‘nature’ . Itis a fateful structure of existential invariables. Justas all
of Adorno’s writings struggle with myth, a struggle he analyzed with great
concision in his study of the Odyssey in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, itis not sur-
prising to find Ulysses’s tactics employed in Adorno’s development. The
dialectic of enlightenment, the course of Ulysseus’ voyage, is the production
of a second natural immanence. The self develops by becoming like what it
masters at the same time that it dissolves its affinity to its object. In terror,
Ulysses becomes Udeis, “nobody,” a model of Polyphemos’ undifferentiated
chthonic nature. Ulvsses develops this unconscious self-sacrifice, that wins
him a favored position with the Cyclops, as a conscious ruse. He takes Poly-
phemos’ side against himself and offers him wine to better enjoy a slaughter
that would include Ulysses himself: “Take Cyclops and drink. Wine goeswell
with human flesh.” Ulysses exploits his self-sacrificial regression to blind the
Cyclops and escape. By making himselflike Polyphemos he gains power over
him, destrovs first nature, and differentiates himself. Yet this differentation is
apocryphal. Ulysses emerges from the struggle a self-identical, invariable,
force of nature in the form of self-preservation, a second immanence, that
does 1o itself and first nature, by self-control, what it once feared from first
nature: it destrovs particularity. The historical voyage becomes a natural
event. External mimicry becomes internal self-identical mimesis, ultimately
the order of the ratio, which is itself a structure of the self-sacrifice of par-
ticularity to universality. In its conscious control of nature the self becomes
opaque 1o its self-reproduction as second nature.

Where Adorno mirrors Heidegger it is in the attempt, familiar from slap-
stick, to draw him into movements that he would have otherwise resisted:
Adorno wants to transform neo-ontology's reconciling formulation of the
interwovenness of nature and history into a dialectic that presents their

11.  Leo Strauss, “Kurt Riezler.” in Socal Research, 23 (1956). p. 17.
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mutual collapse. This is a conscious maneuver. Its form, however, points
deeper. Like the wooden gestures of the hyper-cultivated muscle that exalts its
own fear, the rigidity of Adorno’s essay mimics menace. The rigidified self,
internalized sacrifice, pays for its survival by forgetting that it has renounced
itself in the process. The nemesis of the ruse of the dialectic of enlightenment
is that the control gained over the other amounts ta the forfeiture of true self-
control. It is understandable, then, that Adorno comes closest to following
Heidegger's lead at the central pointin the essay where he would present him-
self most emphatically as himself. It is this point, to be discussed, that gives
insight into a fundamental problem with the essay.

The “Idea of Natural-History” was published only posthumously.'* There
are good reasons why Adorno might have withheld its puhlicaliml.“l'he essay
is awkwardly constructed, at points repetitive, at others almost in(‘ompreher{-
sibly desultory; it relies on lengthy quotations; much of what is said of impor-
tance appears and better said, in works published soon after."” Yet the essay
independently contains several important formulations and Adorno was not
generally reluctant to publish his early works. It is more likely that he re-
frained from publishing it, in the context of what became a life ]-ong struggle
with Heidegger, because of compromising Heideggerian elements. But if so,
the Heideggerian phraseology would not have been decisive. Adorno could
have edited it out without changing the essay’s organization just as he dropped
several positive references to Heidegger from his essays of the mid-twenties
before allowing their republication. Moreover, there are points in Adorno’s
mature ‘works where similar lines can be found.'* A crucial element of the
essay, however, that could not be excised, arid in which a positive regard for
Heidegger is condensed, is the term “natural-history” (Naturgeschichte).

Philosophical Terminology

“Natural history,” in both German and English, translates historia naturalis,
literally “the history of nature.™ According to the Latin and Greek sense of
“history” it means much that it occasionally, and confusingly, continues to
mean in modern English: the narration of an inquiry into nature, having
nothing necessarily to do with any temporal dimension.'’ The German term
was coined in the eighteenth century as part of a nationalist movement to dis-
place foreign terminology that dominated intellectual language. The new

12. Tt was first published in Adorno, G.5., vol. 1. pp. 345-365.

13. 1am particularly referring to Adorno’s study of Kierkegaard. Towill be a maruter of dispute
whether it actually precedes or follows Adorno’s “Idea.” The manuscript was first completed in
1930, But the edition that was eventually published was the result of massive revisions under-
taken during the summer and fall of the period during which Adorno presented the “1dea.” The
degree to which the published edition differs from the original was something that Adorno
emphasized to Krenck in a letter of September 1932: *Each sentence has been newly formulated
... and many and precisely central parts are being fully reworked.” T.W. Adorno und Emst Krenek.
Briefiwechsel {Frankfurt, 1974), pp. 34-35. 1t will be necessary to compare the two versions to
actually know the extent of the revisions, Unfortunately. Adorno’s estate is unable to make the
only known existing copy available for research. {Letter from Tiedemann.)

14. E.g., Noten zur Literatur, G.S., vol. XI, p. 400.

15. Karl Lowith, Nature, History and Existentialism (Evanston, 1966}, p. 139.
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term, however, immediately acquired pressing ambiguity as the result of the
changing concepts of nature and history. When nature was conceived inscien-
\ific literature as historical, in the modern sense, natural history acquired a
new literal sense that conflicted with its classical meaning. The two develop-
ments, the terminological and the conceptual, coincide most emphatically in
Kant's work; he was at once the first to write a scientific history of nature as a
process of unending, infinite creation'® and the most important figure, per-
haps the first, to promote the formal limitation of the term’s ambiguity. He ™
proposed that its significance be restricted to the investigation of nature’s self
development from primitive chaos to rational order."”

As Adorno points out, he is not concerned with natural history in either the
classical or the Kantian sense. Rather, his interest in the term is clear from
what he explains as the “idea of natural-history™: to comprehend an objectas
natural where it appears most historical and as historical where it appears
most natural. The idea is the dialectic that can be extracted from a literal
analysis of the term’s ambiguity: the history of nature is nature grasped as his-
torical: natural history is the historical grasped as natural.

This formal decomposition of the term, a pun, gives an historical concepta
neologistic turn. When Adorno recognized this he would have rejected the
term. It is easy to imagine that Benjamin, who presumably heard the presen-
tation, would have criticized it on just this basis. This criticism was a constant
element of Benjamin's often reformulated works: in the early writings it
appears, e.g. as a critique of Romantic reflexion; in the later works it can be
found in his critique of the ahistorical aspect of Mallarmé’s correspondances in
comparison with those of Baudelaire. Throughout, this critique was that of
arbitrary signification that is the linguistic form of the Fall; or, less theological-
ly, the destruction of experience. What would have made Adorno's recogni-
tion of the neologistic character of this term particularly biting is thatit would
have converged with his own critique of Heidegger, whose work is built out of
neologisms and terms transformed into neologisms by a sort of pseudo-
etymology. By the time that Adorno presented the “Idea of Natural-History”
he had in fact already developed this critique of Heidegger's language in the

“Theses on the Language of Philosophy” (1930). “Freely posited language,” .
— Adorno could be referririg to terms like Dasein that claim to gain the word’s*

“advances the

depth by pursuing a literal content (Da-sein, being-there)'® —
w19

philosopher’s pretention to freedom from the compulsion of history.
Adorno repeatedly analyzes the illusoriness of this form of linguistic control.
In the Dialectic of Enlightenment in particular, Adorno analyzes thisas the Inguis-
tic form of Ulysses' regressive escape from Polyphemos. Ulysses eludes

t6. Steven Toulmin and J.Goodlicld, The Discovery of Time (London, 1965, p. 129.

17. Rudolf Eisler, Kantlexikon {Hildesheim, 1961), p. 380.

18. For further examples from an extensive repertoire, see Heidegger's development of Ver-
Haltnis and Ge-Stell in Die Technik und die Kehre (Tibingen, 19761, pp. 39 and 27.

19. Adorno. G.S., vol. 1, p. 368. Condensing Adorno's view of Heidegger's language is his
admiration for Kracauer's unfortunately untranslatable parody: “Eifersucht ist die Leidenschaft
die mit Eifer sucht, was Leiden schafft.”
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death by outwitting the fatefulness of the mythical name in which the word
commands the object: Ulysses exploits the distinction between sign and
intention in the discovery that Udeis has multiple meanings. He is able to
evade Polyphemos on the basis of a legalism. Yet this manecuver, while it con-
quers myth, does not dissolve myth. The immutable mythic word, a formula
of unchanging nature, is replaced by a second formalism: “From the for-
malism of mythic names and ordinances, which would rule men and history
as does nature, there emerges nominalism — or the prototype of bourgeois
thinking."*" The form of the nominalist term is as indifferent to its content as

was the mythical word that ruled its content. The nominalist separation of

form and content reappears in the idealist theory of language in which *con-
cepts and with them words are abbreviations of a multiplicity of characteris-
tics whose unity is constituted solely by consciousness.”*! Idealism does not
solve the nominalist separation of form and content, but both camouflages
and potentiates the division by positing subjectivity as the ultimate unity of
language, again fully indifferent o the content of language. Hegel's own
readiness to dccompnse terms according to their literal content, when it
suited him — the bestknown instance is his analysis of er-innern — is evidence
that Heidegger’s linguistic innovations, rather than criticizing the idealist
tradition, merely follows in its wake. In his early essay on language Adorno
could claim that “Heidegger’s language flees from history but never escapes
it,"*? on the same basis that he later showed that while Odysscus flees mvthical
nature he only reproduces it. , '
Atthe end of the essay on language Adorno writes that the philosopher may
“no more take a word as simply given as invent one himself."?* Yet “natural-
history” effectively becomes such an invented term; its content is developed
in the same fashion that Ulysses extracted the content of Udeis. Tt stands
implicitly allied with such arch Heideggerian terms as Dasein. Its position in
the essay would correspond to the concept of Aufklirung in the Dialectic of
Enlightenment if Adorno had developed the term according to the potential of
aufkliiren to mean “to empty™ as well as to illuminate rather than according to
the philosophical experience sedimented in the word. “Natural-history,” in
thatitis an unconscious reflection of Heidegger, is second nature, a mythical
element in Adorno's essay. It is the form of the voung Adorno's autonomy,
quintessential dialectic of enlightenment: self-assertion as self-denial.

. i
Natural-History and Natural History

Just as Adorno left this essay unpublished, he also dropped the term
natural-history in the form of a double entendre. In all of his later writings
natural history carries the sense it has in Marx’s later works. in Benjamin’s
study of the Baroque, and occasjonally.in Hegel: it is history in a natural con-
dition. In “Theory and Practice,” for example, Adorno characteristically

20.  Dialectic of Enlightenment, p- 27.
21.  Adorno, G.S., vol. |, p- 366.
22. Ibid, p. 368,

23, Ibid, p. 369.
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writes of the situation “in which natural history perpetuates itself.”"** In Nega-
tive Dialectics, natural history occurs as society’s ““prolonged natural history."25
The reason, however, that Adorno’s early essay has been of particular interest
is not because it and its central term were left behind, but because it contains
the central elements of Adorno’s mature works. The most casual commentin
the “Idea of Natural-History” is portentous. Where Adorno writes here that
what he has to say “will remain on the level of an attempt (Versuch) to solve the
problem,” in his later writings he names the essay (Versuch) as 1hc.singulzfr
modern form of philosophical consciousness. He once summarized this
form as follows: “The essay as form consists in the capacity to perceive the his-
torical, that is, manifestations of objective spirit, ‘culture,” as if they were
nature.”?® In the “Idea of Natural-History” Adorno developed this form for
the first time following precisely the same plan that he used in Negative Dialec-
tics, one of his last works: a critique of Heidegger is followed by the presenta-
tion of the central concepts of the form of the critique — respectively theidea
of natural-historv and the idea of negative dialectics — and concludes with
interpretive models ultimately directed towards the question of the recupera-
tion of aesthetic and metaphysical contents. )
Philosophy of Nature

In the first part of the “Idea of Natural-History,” Adorno develops a cri-
tique of Heidegger by situating him in the context of modern German
philosophy’s attempt to solve the problem of historicist relativism. Adorno
formulates this problem as that of conceiving the unity of history and nature.
The history that he traces is paradoxical in several regards, the first being that
it shows the convergence of neo-ontology with the historicism that philos-
ophy attempted to supercede. Noe-Kantianism, the dominant pre-World
War One philosophy, attempted to rebut relativism by grounding individual
autonomy in epistemological structures. Historical immanence was to be
replaced by pure immanence of consciousness. Adorno begins his review of
the subsequent course of philosophy with phenomenology's attempt to direct
philosophy away from the logical investigation of the constructive laws of con-
sciousness, which had resulted in a subjective formalism, towards the inves-
tigation of essential, ultimately ontic structures of being.*” Adorno argues that
phenomenology failed to overcome the neo-Kantian aporia, however, in that
it likewise took the ratio as the starting point of its investigations. Like the neo-

Kantians, phenomenology posits a dualism of nature and history. This is evi4

dent, asisits aporeticresult, in Scheler’s work. The question ofthe mcaningof
being could only be posed from the position of the autonomous ratio; the
meanings subsequently produced were necessarily subjective. The attemptto
assure ahistorical meaning only asserts the historically given which may,

24.  Adorno, Stichworte (Frankfurt, 1970), p- 178.

25.  Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 321.

26. Adormno, G.S., vol. 10.1, p. 242.

27. CL FJ. Rinteln, Contemporary German Philosophy (Bonn, 1970).

i
i
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furthermore, turn out to be meaningless. Up to this point neo-ontology and
historicism were full antagonistic. Historicism rejected neo-ontology for
dragging arbitrary philosophical elements into history. Neo-ontology, on the
other hand, objected that historicism was unconscious of its ontolog‘ical pre-
suppositions. Heidegger’s critique of phenomenology transformed this antago-
nism. Essences cannot be sought beyond history. Being is not the antithesis of
history, rather they converge in Dasein’s fundamental structure of historicity.
Since the undertanding transforms every element of life into a project (Ent-
wurf) of possiblity, in principle absorbing *‘the fullness of being’s deter-
minations”, both the opposition of nature and history and of ontology and
historicism should disappear along with the problem of relativism. )

For Adorno, however, thisis no solution. Heidegger does not overcome the
problem of relativism, but simply organizes several tactics for obscuring an
inability to interprete the empirical in its full multiplicity. Adorno only hints
at an example of neo-ontology’s limitations, briefly refering to the difficulty
that Heidegger would have understanding any aspect of the French Revolu-
tion. In keeping with Adorno’s comments, he might have argued that while
existential historiography could, for example, follow through the authenticity
of Danton’s decisions, it would necessarily remain obtuse to what his deci-
sions were about; existential interpretation would remain indifferent to politi-
cal and economic mediations falling outside of the immediate context of
Danton's understanding. Or, to expand Adorno’s argument by pointing out
another sphere that is lost to neo-ontology: for all that neo-ontology is proud
of solving the problem of the opposition of mind and body by arguing that
this problem is only an abstraction from Dasein’s primnr(iial‘being—in—llm
world, itstill turns out that when Dasetn appears unclouded by these inauthen-
tic categories, it has lost its body: Dasein is never hungry, sleepy or sexual.?*
Not only must these areas of historical-biological facticity be somehow reeled
up into the project in the category of contingency, a tautological procedure,
but the structure of Dasein, existentials such as being-towards-death, is simply
the sedimentation of empirical elements that could not be penetrated. The
empirical is not actually interpreted but only set up as a nexus of abso-
lutes. '

Where Heidegger claims to overcome idealism, Adorno shows that neo-
ontology’s fundamentally tautological mastery of contingency reveals an
idcalisl core. The starting point of Heidegger’s I:;hilosophy, like neo-Kantian-
ism, remains autonomous reason. This is evident in neo-ontology's intention
to analyze being in its totality, effectively the claim of an absolute subject, and
sccondl'y in the priority of possibility over actuality that coheres with the claim
to totality. The stperiority of the category over its elements explains the
ab.strzcmc“ of neo-ontological interpretation and the tautological direction
of its language, which amounts to the assertion of the identity of subject and
object. This tautological form keeps ontology from being able to “interprete

28. Gunter Anders, *'On the Pseudo-Concreteness of Heid : i i
A €| Phil " 1
and Phenomenological Research, vol. 8, pp. 337-370. SR TRophy" sl
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itself as that which it is: namely, a product of, and internally related to, the
idealist ratio”.

Historicity, then, is only an “illusory solution to the problem of the recon-
ciliation of nature and history.” In the tradition of subjectivistic idealism, it
actually assumes their division at the point where categorical thought ex-
cludes facticity. Heidegger simply reduces history to nature by subsuming it
under historicity. Rather than the reduction of history to a natural fact, itis
necessary to be able to grasp history itselfas nature and nature itself as history.
This cap‘acit}' would overcome the subjectivistic predominance of thought
over its object. Implicitly such a capacity would be a real solution to the prob-

lem of relativism.
‘

Immanent Criticism and Memory of Nature ¢

Bricfas this critique of Heideggeris, thereis obviouslya great deal to be said
about it: while Adorno criticizes Heideggerian ontology as idealist according’
to the priority of the ratio evidentin the pretention to totality, a critique thatin
its focus on the problems of contingency, actuality, and the glorification of the
status quo, importantly parallels Marx’s critique of Hegel, the form of Ador-
no’s studyis itsell part of the idealist tradition; it isimmanent criticism that has
excluded the claim to totality: Heidegger's work is measured according to its
own concept, historicity, yet, in contrast to the Hegelian movement of the
concept, no systematic hicrarchy of concepts emerges. Not only is Heidegger
treated immanently, but so is the modern history of philosophy. It is meas-
ured against its claim to objectivity. Asis cvidentwith Heidegger in particular,
the course of this history is, altogether, ong in which the ratio consumes its
relation to its object. However theratio attempts to establish objectivity, itseals
itsell off from objectivity. Historically the ratio produces a sccond nature,
ultimately ~ the  muythical,  invariable cxistentials  of  neo-
ontology. These absolutes are meanings inserted into reality. They are alle-
gorical, to be conceived as part of the “original-history of signification”
explained in the essay's second part. This sccond nature is unable to inter-
prete itsell as what it is because its starting point is the ratio.

If this history scems familiar, this is because the “Idea of Natural-History”
is a sustained reflection on the dialectic of énlightenment. The history of Ger-
man philosophy that it presents is an early skewch of Ulysses’ voyage: the his-
torical vovage of the development of the ratio in which history becomes
second nature, unconscious of itself as nature as the result of the repression of
mimesis by its transformation into the ratio. The “‘original history of significa-
tion™ conceived in the “Idea of Natural-History™ becomes the “original his-

tory of subjectivity™®” traced in the Dialectic of Enlightenment. {

At the same time that Adorno presents his basic model of history in the
study of Heidegger, he also states the central problem of his philosophy:ifthe
ratio consumes its relation 1o its object, produces a pseudo-objectivity, how

29, Dialectic of Enlightenment, p. 78.
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can thoughtjustify its own process and continue to think? Or, in the terms that
Adorno developed in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, if mimesis as a process of
identification with the aggressor results in the représsion of mimesis that
knowledge to be knowledge requires, how is it possible to recuperate mimesis
without simply retracing the dialectic of enlightenment? The answer that runs
throughout Adorno's work is: by memory of nature in the subject. In the
“Idea of Natural-History" this is formulated, in the second part, as the prob-
lem of perceiving transcience within meaning, as achieving the content of
second nature; meaning is the ruins of nature: “When the world of convention
.appmachcs, it can be deciphered in that its meaning is shown to be precisely
its transcience”. -
One of the obscure aspects of Adorno’s essay is that he does not actually
explain how this interpretation is to occur. He says only that Bcnjamiﬁ
showed this perception of nature as history to be the form of al[(rg{)r-v and
indicates that this form is somehow related to the organization of con-
stellations of concepts. How are allegory and constellations related? This can
only be briefly answered here by pointing 10 a central aspect of Adorno’s
essay, already referred to. While Adorno cites Lukdcs and Benjamin as the
origins of the idea of natural-history, the major characteristic of the essay is its
Hegelian form, beginning with the initdal intention 1o develop the internal
mediation of nature and history. The Hegelian interest extends right into the
presentation of the origins of the idea of natural-history in the second section.
Adorno introduces Lukdcs as having conceived the wransformation of history
into nature. Yet Adorno did not have to introduce Lukics for this purposc; the
thought is equally central to Benjamin’s work. In a much later essay, in fact,
Adorno wrote that Benjamin had the power to regard history as nature, “as
scarcely another.”® The decisive reason for Lukics in the essay is Adorno's
interest in introducing the concept of “second nature,” an Hcg;:lian concept
that does not occur as such in Benjamin's writings.”' This concept allowed
Adorno to set up a symetrical group of concepts of nature, historv and second
nature amenable 1o an Hegelian treaument. Itwould be possihl('-m show that,
in the Hegelian intention of this essay, Adorno was already at work at a cri-
tique of ontological elements in Benjamin’s thought. Benjamin's study of the
Baro_ql.‘lc is a rescarch of origins, which Adorno distantly criticizes. The prob-
lem of interpretation, he wrote, “can notsimplybea m;nl('rnfd(‘munslraling
that in history itself original-historical themes constantly turn up™. Adorno
overcame the ontological interest of Benjamin’s work while maintaining the
intention of allegory and constellative thought in the form of immanent cri-
tique, in the Hegelian movement of concepts freed from the claim to totality.
It is this form of thought, evident in the first section of Adorno's essav, that
Adorno made explicit in the Dialectic of Enlightenment: The concept “does not
merely distance men from nature, but as the self-consideration of thought

2

30. Adotno, G.S., vol. 10.1. p. 242,
31. 5(‘('(‘}“!.:! natt{rc"h'uuld. in Benjamin's terms, simply be the *natural historical ™ carrving
a sense conflicting with Adorne’s development of the 1erm. .
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_. . allows the distance which perpetuates injustice to be measured. By virtue
of this remembrance of nature in the subject . . . enlightenmentis universally
opposed to domination.” This negative dialectic is the form in which the
ratio may continue to be pursued, albeit transformed. The allegory of the
Odyssey is interpreted according to this intention. Measuring the distance be-
rween what an object claims to be and is, between Ulysseus as what he presents
himself, as the bearer of culture, and as second nature, gains the content of
Ulysses' voyage: the repression of internal and external nature. At this point
Adorno’s dialectic converges again with Benjamin. For Benjamin theideaisto
its phenomena as isan expressiontoa face; the idea is expressive. For Adorno,
likewise. the idea is not the Hegelian totality, in which expression is sublated,
rather it is perceived with gavpdlew. Here the Platonic shock, the ecstatic in-
tuition of the idea, is that of the transformation of history into nature, the
release of transcience. 1t is distinguished from the Platonic shock, however, in

that it is the perception of a particular rather than of a universal.

Critigue of Natural-History and the Recuperation of Mimesis

Memory of nature in the subject, then, isacritique of illusion: theillusion of
what something claims to be in opposition to what it is. Philosophy, Adorno
wrote. “has no other measure than the collapse of illusion (Schein).”** Itis a
process of opening up concepts whose content is “memory of suffering.”
Concepts have this content only because of the experience, the course of
domination, that is lavered in them. This determines the direction of philos-
ophy. As Adorno wrote in the “Idea of Natural-History,” concepts must be
treated “as they occur in the language of philosophy”, thatis, according to
their historical content, according to the nature that has passed away within
them. As has already been seen, the term *natural-history” is not developed
in this fashion in Adorno’s essay. Yet the form of the term is not unallied with
that of immanent criticism. In an essay on Hegel, Adorno treats identification
with the aggressor as the core of Hegel's dialectic, the model of the ruse of
reason; reminiscent of Ulvsses’ skill, it is “peasant cunning™ “instructed so
long to humble itsclf in front of the powerful and to dedicate itself to their
needs till it succeeds in winning away power for itself.™** This form can be
traced into the most microscopic details of Hegel's work. In the Philosophy of
Nature, in which spirit develops through every stage of its otherness, sound, a
unity within the clement of externality, is described as “the cry of the ideal
under foriegn power, but withal its triumph over this power since it preserves
itself therein.”** Adorno reproduces this thought in his model of the name as
“the gasp of surprise thataccompanics the experience of the extraordinary. It
fixes transcendence of the unknown in relation to the known."* The gasp of

42, Dialectic of Fnlightenment, p. 33.

33. Adorno, G.S., vol. 5, p. 47.

34. Ibid, p. 286.

35. G.W.F. Hegel, Werke (Frankfurt, 1970), vol. 9, p. 174. .

36. One of the most significant conflicts between Adorno and Benjamin is that for the laudr
the namie is prior 1o the Fall: for Adorno, itis part of the Fall.
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surprise is mimesis of the object of terror. Overwhelmed, the selfis neverthe-
less victorious. The name initiates the distinction of sign and image thatis the
origins of the explanation and control of nature.’” Adorno is a critic of this
ruse in so far as, in winning power for itself, the subject makes itself into a
model of its former oppression. Yet while the name or.iginalcs in the dialectic
of enlightenment, the recovery of mimesis is in the name that is radical iden-
tification with the aggressor, thought that follows its objects to the point that
“the inherent consequence of the objects is transformed into their own
criticism;™*® 1o the point, that is, that the object destroys its own illusion. By
immanent critique the object names itself. This is rational mimesis, the
recovery of the name from the course of domination. The form of Adorno’s
“Idea of Natural History,” then, is the transformation of the regressive form
of the term “natural-history.” o
“

Second Nature and the Recuperation of Illusion

Imipanent critique, the critique of illusion, could not be the rejection of
illusion. Its strength lies nowhcre else: immanent critique breaks illusion by
the strength of illusion, by the strength of the concept's claim 10 identity.
Adorno’s philosophy, in general, could be characterized as the dialectical
reflection on the critique and recuperation of semblance, it is the reflection in
which Adorno’s negative dialectics and his sociological studies are joined with
his aesthetic writings; it is this mediation that Adorno develops in the third
section of his essay where these two aspects of his thought appear in their
mutually implicating complexity. This section begins by developing the
thought that is at‘the core of the historical study of part one and which, with
the slightest modification, includes the central concepts of the Dialectic of
Enlightenment: myth is explained to be not simply a static foundation; in it the
new and the repetitive are mediated in one another. The historical is ;nvthical
and the mythical historical. Not only are they intertwined but the historically
new appears as the mythical. This is apparent in the phenomenon of the sem-
blance of second nature, a semblance because it is the mere appcarance of
meaning. Although it is historically produced, this semblance appears as
mythical: as archaic, insistently expressive, an engulphing whirlpool.*” The
“Idea of Natural-History” begins to elucidate this phenomenon in order to
openup the mythical, thatis, in this case, 10 open up semblance. Yet this is not
the undialectical rejection of semblance: “the definitive transcendent element
oll'm_vrh, reconciliation, also inheres in semblance”. Adorno hardly explains
htmsclfz “I refer you to the structure of the original-historical in semblance
itself, where semblance in its being-just-as-it-is (Sosein) proves itself to be his-
torically produced”. In other words: the element of reconciliation in sem-
blanceappears when its content of transcience is expressed, at the point where
the archaic reveals itself as the historical. Second nature at this instant shows

'87.  Dialectic of Enlightenment, p. 15. ' )
:g Arcllomo.‘ﬁu!mopfz) of Modern Music, trans. Mitchell and Blomster (New York, 1973), p. 27.
. A orno’s dcscrlpn.cm of the mythical character of second nature should be read as com-
plementing Strauss’ description of the historical moment.
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itself to be first nature, transcience. In Benjamin's terms, second nature
reveals itself as a facies hippocratica.

Adorno is here developing the full content of the concept of second nature.
In opposition to both Benjamin and Lukdcs, Adorno did not reify the critique
of reification. In alliance with Hegel that spirit can only come to itself by way of
its other, reification is not conceived as strictly negative. In art, myth becomes
its opposite. The completion of convention, of meaninglessness, would be the
release from the spell of false meaning. The obscurity of Adorno’s brief
passage is illuminated by innumerable others from his later work. To quote

justone: “Art’s truth appears guaranteed more by its denial of any meaningin

organized society, of which it will have no part — accomplished by its own
organized absence of meaning — than by any capability of positive meaning
within itself.™* By the complete control over the material, the completion of
convention, the mythical becomes expressive, “passions are no longer simu-
lated, but rather genuine emotions of the unconscious — of shock, of trauma
— are registered without disguise through the medium of music."*' Only by
wav of illusion is art able to destroy illusion. “The radicalism with which the
technical work of art destroys aesthetic illusion makes illusion responsible for
the technical work of art.”** '

Art is semblance that, by its completion, collapses semblance. The fun-
damental problem of art is that it is the critique of reification by way of reifica-
tion. This thought was the basis of Adorno’s polemic against engaged art: in
spite of its dogged clear-headedness engaged art would actually return art to

magic by attempting to strip off art’s illusoriness.** Engaged art, which thinks |

itis opposed to abstractionism etc., fails to recognize its affinity with all mog-
crn art’s attempt to do away with its semblance. For Adorno, the problem of

aesthetics becomes the attempt to justify semblance. This is the content ofhis |-

Bt il i S i iy o

Aesthetic Theory. 1t is the justification of art, a justification of its semblance asa

critique of semblance.

Sccond nature is not only convention, but a new nature. In his study of
Brave New World, Adorno criticizes Huxley's disdain for Lenina, a robotic,
test-tube creation, the quintessence of artificial charm, with whom the novel's

protagonist falls in love. According to Adorno, Huxley misunderstood his

creation: “Because she is at one with convention down to her very core, the
tension between the conventional and the natural dissolves, and with it the
violence in which the injustice of convention consists . .. Through total
mediation . . . a new immediacy, anew humanity would arise.”*! Adorno has

the same to say of Anton Webern’s tonal invention: the purely artifical tone |

becomes a new natural tone.** Similarly, Ulysses's voyage, awork of artifice, is

not only a course of regression. Even though artifice is shown to be “the

40.  Philosophy of Modern Mustc, p. 42. Translation modified.

41, Ibid, p. 39. \
42. Ibid, p. 70. ¢

43. Adorno, G.S., vol. 7, pp. 154fT.

44, Pnisms, pp. 105-106. e

45. G.S., vol. 7, pp. 122ff.
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means by which the adventuring self loses itself in order to preserve itself,"**

Adorno does not rigidify his concepts. Ulysses artifice is also seen to become
its own opposite: After returning home Ulysses must again sct out to appease
Poseidon who was enraged with Ulysses for having blinded Polyphemos.
Ulysseus is instructed to carry an oar inland until he meets someone who will
mistake the oar for a winnowing fan. This will make the god Iaugh{ in this
laughter, wounded nature will give up its rage.'” Adorno gives substantial
importance to this section, which is not surprising. The oar that has been
brought inland has shaken off its funtion. The artifice of self-preservation
becomes pure artifice, related 1o art whose problem, Adorno writes, is “10
make things of which we do not know what they are.”" Similarly, the arti-
ficiality of Adorno’s language — which irritates? because it at every point
rejects the possibility of grasping the immiediate asanything but the illusion of
nature — is the completion of the ruse of immanent criticism, finally the
model of a second nature. ’ ‘

46.  Dialectic of Enlightenment, pp. 48-49.

47. This pointis hard to get from the English version of hie Dialectic of Enlightenment, which
translates the passage in question as “through laughter blind nawre becomes aware of inself as it
is, and thereby surrenders itself to the power of destruction™ (p. 77). This should read: “throngh
.. .. and thercby forgoes its destructive power.™

48. G.S.vol. 7, p. 178,

49, Togive one example from hundreds of the experience ol this irritaton, one that is of par-
ticular inerest for its perception of nature: Adorno came “to the conclusion that neo-classicism
was intrinsically reactionary, a theme that he was 10 pursue through the thickets of his prose for
the next forty years.” Peter Heyworth, Otte Kiemperer (Cambridge, 1983, p. 263,
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THE IDEA OF NATURAL HISTORY

by Theodor W. Adorno

Allow me to preface my remarks today by saying that I am not going to give
a lecture in the usual sense of communicating results or presenting a sys-
tematic staternent. Rather, what I have to say will remain on the level of an
essay; it is no more than an attempt to take up and further develop the prob-
lems of the so-called Frankfurt discussion.' I recognize that many uncom-
plimentary things have been said about this discussion, but I am equally
aware that it approaches the problem correctly and that it would be wrong
always to begin again at the beginning. y

First permit me a few words on terminology. Although the topicis natural-
history, it is not concerned with natural history in the traditional pre-scientific
sense of the history of nature, nor with the history of nature where nature is
the object of natural science. The concept of nature employed here has
absolutely nothing to do with that of the mathematical sciences. 1 cannot
develop in advance what nature and history will mean in the following con-
text. However, T do notoverstep myselfif I say that the real intention hereisto
dialectically overcome the usual antithesis of nature and history. Therefore,
wherever 1 operate with the concepts of nature and history, no ultimate
definitions arc meant, rather 1 am pursuing the intention of pushing these
concepts to a point where they are mediated in their apparent difference. The
concept of nature thatis to be dissolved is one that, if I translated it into stand-

ard philosophical terminology, would come closest to the concept of

myth. This concept is also vague and its exact sense can not be given in pre-
liminary definitions but only in the course of analysis. By it is meant what has
alwavs been, what as fatefully arranged predetermined being underlies his-
tory and appears in history; it is substance in history. What is delimited by
these expressions is what Tmean here by “nature.” The question that arises is
that of the relationship of this nature to what we understand by history, where
history means that mode of conduct established by tradition that is charac-
terized primarily by the occurance of the qualitatively new; it is a movemnent
that does not play itself out in mere identity, mere reproduction of what has
always been, but rather one in which the new occurs; it is a movement that
gains its true character through what appears in it as new.

I would like to develop what I call the idea of nawral-history on the basis of
an analysis, or more correctly, an overview of the question of ontology within
the current debate. This requires beginnng with “the natural.” For the ques-

*Translated by Bob Hullot-Kentor, . .
1. There are various opinions ahout this reference, none authoritative. Ci. W. Martin Luedeke,

Anmerkungen zu einer Logik des Zerfalls (Frankfurt: Shurkamp, 1981), p. 74, and Hermann
Moerschen, Adomo und Heidegger (Stuttgart: Kleu, 19823, p. 34,
111
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tion of ontdlogy, as it is formulated at present, is none other than what I mean
by “nature.” I will then begin atanother pointand attempt to develop the con-
cept of natural history out of the problematic of the philosophy of history. In
the course of discussion this concept will already substantially gﬁin its content
and concreteness. After the formulation of these two questions has been
sketched out, I will attempt to articulate the concept of natural-history itself
and analyze the elements by which it appears to be characterized. '

To consider, then, first of all, the problem of the present ontological situa-
tion: if you pursue the question of ontology as it has been formulated in the
context of so-called phenomenology and indeed especially in the context of
post-Husserlian phenomenology, that s, from Scheleron, one can conclude
that its initial intention was to overcome the subjectivistic standpoint of
philosophy. Itineant to replace a philosophy thataims at the dissolution of all
categories of being into categories of thought and that believes itself able 1o
ground all objectivity in certain fundamental structures of subjectivity, by an
approach that establishes another kind of being, a region of béing that is dif-
ferent in principle, a transsubjective, an ontic region of being. And ontology is
at issue so long as the logos is to be developed from this  o¥ (being). Iis,
indeed, the fundamental paradox of all modern ontological thought that the
means with which the attempt is made to establish transsubjective being is
none other than the same subjective reason that had carlier erected the infra-
structure of critical idealism.? Phenomenological-ontological thought presents
itself as an attempt to secure transsubjective being by means of autonomous
reason and its language since other means and another Janguage are not avail-
able. Now, the ontological question of being can be articulated in two forms:
In one form it is the question of being itself, what since Kant's first critique, as

the thing in itself, has been pushed back beyond the reach of philosophical '

inquiry and then drawn back out again. Atthe same time, however, this ques-
tion becomes that of the meaning of being, the meaningfulness of the existing
(Seiendes) or of the meaning of being as, simply, possibility. Itis precisely the
double form of the question that argues powerfully for the thesis that T am
propounding, that the ontological question with which we are today con-
Ccrnefl. holds to the starting point of autonomous reason: only when reason
Perccl_W,‘.s-the reality thatis in opposition to it as something for(:ign and lost to
it,as a complex of things, that is, only when reality is no longer immediately
accessible and reality and reason have no cumr[lt:m meaning, only then can
fhe question of the meaning of being be asked at all. The question c;fmcaning
is determined by the starting point of reason, but at the same time the ques-
tion of the meaning of being, the axis of the early phases of phenomenology
(Sch'cler), produces a broadly encompassing range of problems through its
§ubjectivistic origin. For this production of meaning is none other than the
insertion of subjective meanings as they have been posited by subjectivity.
2. Neo-Kantianism. Trans.
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The insight that the question of meaning is nothing more than the insertion of
subjective meaning into the existing leads to the crisis of phenomenology’s'
first stage. The drastic expression of this crisis is the obvious instability of fun-
damental ontological categorics which reason has 1o experience inits attempt
(o secure an order of being. As it has been shown that the factors accepted as
fundamental and meaningful, as for example in scheler’s work, stem from a
different sphere and are in no way themselves possibilities within being, but
have been derived from the existing and are indeed imbued with all the
dubiousness of the existing, so the whole question of being becomes insolu-
able within phcr:mmmmh:;.1;3,'.i So far as the question of meaning can still
occur, itdoes notimiply the establishment of asphere of significations isolated
from the empirical that would be valid and alwavs accessible; rather the ques-
tion of meaning is really none other than the question i 7vdY, the question of
what being itsell properly is. The expressions: meaning and signification are
ambiguous in these contexts. Meaning can be a transcendent content which,
Iving behind being and signified by it, can be developed by analysis. On the
other hand, meaning can also be the interpretation of the existing itself with
regard 1o what characterizes it as being, but without this interpreted being
thereby having been proven meaningful. Tt is therefore possible to pose the
question of the meaning of being as the signification of the category of being, as
that which being really is, but that, in terms of the initial question, the existing
will turn out to be not meaningful, but meaningless, as is increasingly the
case todav., '
If this reversal of the question of being has occured, then the single initial
intention of the original ontological reversal disappears, namely that of the
turn towards the ahistorical. This was the case with scheler's work, at least int
his early work (which has remained the more influential), where he attempted
to construct a heaven of ideas on the foundation of a purely rational intuition
of non-historical and eternal contents, that rediates over and above every-
thing empirical and has a normative character to which the empirical allows
access. But, at the same time, there is a basic tension between the meaningful
and essential that lies behind the historically manifested and the sphere of his-
tory itself. In the origins of phenomenology thereis a dualism of nature and
history. This dualism (“nature” in this contextmeans that which is ahistorical,
Platonically ontological), and the original intention of the ontological reversal
that it embodies, has corrected itself. The question of being no longer has the
significance of the Platonic question of the extent of the static and qualitatively
different ideas that stand in contrast to the existing, the empirical, ina norma-
tive relationship or in a relationship of tension. Rather, the tension disap-
pears; the existing itself becomes meaning and a grounding of being beyond
history is replaced by a project (Entwurf) of being as historicity.
mcriliqurnfScht;lcrcurrem in the late 20s. One student put it: “Whatever
happens in the real world . . . the assassination of a dictator, or the failure of such a plot
... either can be explained by Scheler's sociology and metaphysics. His philosophyisadaptedto

account for any situation; like the barber’s stool, as one of Shakespeare’s fools says, it's designed
for any ass.” Quoted in J.R. Staude, Max Scheler (New York: Free Press, 1967), p. 239. Trans.
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This displaces the problem and for the moment, at least, the issues dividing
ontology and historicism apparently disappear. From the perspective of his-
tory, of historical criticism, ontology seems to be either a merely formal
framework that has nothing to say about the content of history and can be
arbitrarily set up around the concrete, or, in the Schelerian form of material
entology, it appears as the arbitrary prodiiction of absolutes out of inner-
historical facts which, perhaps for ideological purposes, are raised to the level
of eternal and universal values. From the ontological point of view the prob-
lemis justthe reverse and itis this antithesis that has dominated our Frankfurt
discussions: according to the ontologists all radically historical thought, all
thought that aims at reducing content exclusively to historical conditions,
must presuppose a projectof being by which historvis alreadv given as a struc-
ture of being; only within the framework of such a projea‘ is the historical
organizasion of particular phenomena and contents in any way possible.

Now the most recent turn of phenomenology, if one lll;i_\’,;ili“ call it that, has
carried out a correction at this point by eliminating the pure antithesis of his-
tory and being. By on the one hand renouncing the Platonic heaven of ideas
and on the other by, in observing being, regarding it as life, false stasis and for-
malism have been climinated. For the project (Entwurf) appears to absorb the
fullness of the elements of being and even the suspicion of the transformation
of the accidental into the absolute disappears. History itself, in its most
extreme agitation, has become the basic ontological structure. At the same
time, historical thought itself appears to have undergone a fundamental
reversal. Itis reduced to a philosophically based structure of historicity as a
fundamental quality of human existence (Dasein). This structure is |‘esp;0nsi-
ble for there being any history in the first place without, however, that which
history is being set up in opposition to it as a finished, fixed, and foreign
object. This is the point that the Frankfurt discussion has reached and where 1
may begin to introduce critical themes.

Itappears to me that the starting point that we have arrived at here and that
qniﬁes lh.{: ontological and historical questions likewise fails to master the
concrete issues or does so only by modifying its own logical and by incor-
porating atits content themes that do not necessarily derive from the outlined
principle. I will demonstrate this with regard to just two points.

. Firs_t ofall, even this project is limited to gcncrai categories. The problem of
historical contingency can not be mastered by the category of historicity. One
cansetupa general structural category of life, butif one tries to interpreta par-
ticular pehnomenon, for example the French Revolution, though one can
indeed find in it every possible element of this structure of life, as for instance
that the past returns and is taken up and one can verify the meaning of the
spontaneity that originates in man, discover causal contexts, etc., it is never-
theless impossible to relate the facticity of the French Revolution in its most:
extreme factual being to such categories. On the contrary, in the full breadth
of l_he material one will find a sphere of “facticity” that cannot be explained.
This is of course not my own discovery, but has long since been demonstrated
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within the framework of ontological discussion. Butit has notbeen previously
enunciated so sharply, or rather, it has been worked over in an expedient
fashion: all facticity that will not, on its own, fit into the ontological project is
piled into one category, that of contingency, of the accidental, and this
category is absorbed by the project as a determination of the historical.
However logically consistent this may be, it also includes the admission that
the attempt to master the empirical has misfired. At the same time thisturnin
the theory offers a schema for a new turn within the question of ontology. This
is the turn towards tautology.

I mean nothing clse than that the attempt of neo-ontological thought to
come 1o terms with the unreachability of the empirical continually operates
according to one schema: precisely where an element fails to dissolve into
determinations of thought and cannot be made transparent, but rather re-
tains its pure thereness, preciscly at this point the resistance of the phenoms
enan is transformed into a universal concept and their resistance as such is
endowed with ontological value. It is the same with Heidegger's concept of
being-towards-death as well as with the concept of historicity itself. The struc-
wure of historicity, in the neo-ontological formulation of the problem, only
offers an apparent solution to the problem of the reconciliation of nature and
history. Even though history is acknowledged to be a fundamental phenom-
enon, its ontological determinations or ontological interpretation is in vain
because it is transfigured directly into ontology. This is the case for Heidegger
for whom history, understood as an all embracing structure of being, is
equivalent to his own ontology. This is the basis of such feeble antitheses as
that of history and historicity, which contain nothing but qualities of being
that have been gleaned from human existence and transposed into the sphere
of ontology by being substracted from the existing and transformed into
ontological determinations, aids for the interpretation of that which is basi-
cally only being repeated. This element of tautology is not due to the coin-
cidences of the linguistic form, rather it is necessarily embeded in the ontological
question itself, which holds to ontological endeavour, but because of its ration-
al starting point it is unable to ontologically interpret itself as what it is: namely,
a produce of, and internally related to, the starting point of the idealist ratio.
This requires explanation. If there is a path thatleads farther, thenitcanin fact
only be adumbrated by a “revision of the question.” Of course this revision is
not only to be applied to the problem of history, but also to the problem of
neo-ontology itself. Atleast some indication may be given here whyitappears
to me that this problem stems from the fact that the idealist starting point has
not been abandoned even by neo-ontological thought. Specifically: neo-
ontology is characterized by two element that it owes to idealism.

The first is the definition of the encompassing whole vis-a-vis the par-
ticularities included in it; it is no longer held to be a svsternatic whole, but
rather a structural whole, a structural unity or totality. In conceiving the
possibility of encompassing all reality unambiguously, even if only in a struc-
ture, a claim is implicit that he who combines everything existing under this
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structure has the right and the power to know adequately the existing in itself
and to absorb itinto the form. The moment that this claim can no longer be
made, it becomes impossible to talk about a structural whole. I know that the
contents of the new ontology are quite different from what I have justasserted.
The most recent turn in phenomenology, it would be said, is precisely not
rationalistic, but rather an attempt to aduce the irrational element in a totally
new way under the category of “life.” It makes, however, an enormous dif-
ference whether irrational contents are inserted into a philosophy that is
founded on the principle of autonomy, or if philosophy no longer assumes
that reality is adequately accessible. I only need to pointout thata philosophy
like Schopenhauer's came to its irrationalism by no other way than strict

adherence to the fundamental theme of rational idealism — the Fichtean

transcendental subjectivity. To my mind this is evidence for the possibility of
an idealism with irrational content.

The second element is the emphasis on possibility in contrast to reality.
Actually it is this problem of the relationship of possibility and reality thatis
perceived as the greatest difficulty in the context of neo-ontological thought. 1
want to be tareful here not to auribute positions to neo-ontology that are still
being disputed within it. But it is consistently agreed that the project ( Entwurf)
of being at least takes priority over the subsumed facticity; a facticity that is 1o
be fitted in as an afterthoughtand when it does notis subject to criticism. 1 find
idealist elements in the predominance of the sphere of possibility, because in
the context of the critique of pure reason the antithesis of possibility and
reality is none other than that of the categorical subjective structure and
empirical multiplicity. This relation of neo-ontology to the idealist position
notonly explains its formalism, the unavoidable generality of its categories, to
which facticity can not conform, but it is also the kev to the problem of tautol-
ogy. Heidegger says that itis no mistake to move in a circle, the only concernis
to enter it in the proper fashion. I am inclined to agree with him. But if
philosophy is to remain true to its task, then entering the circle correctly can
only mean that being which determines or interprets itsell as being makes
clearin the act of interpretation the element through which itinterprets itsell
as such. The tautological tendency, as I sec it, can only be clarified through the
old idealist theme of identity. It has its origin in the subsumption of a being
that is historical by the subjective category of historicity. The historical being
that has been subsumed by the subjective category of historicity is supposed
to be identical with history. Being is 1o conform to the categories with which
hiswricily stamps it. The tautology appears to me to beless aself-grounding of
the mythical depths of language than a new camouflage of the old classical
thesis of the identity of subject and object. Heidegger's most recent turn
towards Hegel seems to confirm this interpretation,

Given this revision of the problem, the starting point itsell remains o be
revised. We have established that the division of the world into nature and
spirit or nature and history, a tradition set by subjectivistic idealism, must be
overcome and that its place must be taken by a formulation that achicves in
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itself the concrete unity of nature and history. A concrele unity, however, is not
one modeled on an antithesis of possible and real being, but a unity devel-
oped from the elements of real being itself. The neo-ontological project of his:
tory only has a chance of winning ontological dignity, of achieving an actual
interpretation of being, if itis directed notat possibilities of being, but radially
at the existing itself in its concrete inner-historical definition. Every exclusion
of natural stasis from the historical dynamic leads to false absolutes, every
isolation of the historical dynamic from the unsurpassably natural elements
in it leads to false spiritualism. The achievement of the nco-ontological for-
mulation is that it has radically demonstrated the insuperable interwoven-
ness of natural and historical elements. On the other hand, this formulation of
the problem must be purged of the idea of anall encompassing wholeand itis
necessary, furthermore, to criticize the scparation of the real and possible
from the point of view of reality, whereas they were previously quitc disparate,
These are in the first place general methodological requirements. But much
moreis to be postulated. If the question of the relation of nature and history is
to be seriously posed, then it only offers any chance of solution if itis possible
to comprehend historical being in its most extreme historical determinacy, where it is most
historical, as natural being, or if it were possible to comprehend nature as an historical being
where it seems to rest most deeply in itself as nature. Itis no longer simply a matter of
conceptualizing the fact of history as a natural fact toto caelo (inclusively) under
the category of historicity, but rather to retransform the structure of inner-
historical events into a structure of natural events. No being underlying or
residing within historical being itsclf is to be understood as ontological, that
is, as natural being. The retransformation of concrete history into dialectical
nature is the task of the ontological reorientation of the philosophy of history:
the idea of natural-history.

1L
I go back now to the question of the philosophy of history thathas alreadyl

to the construction of the concept of natural-history. The concept did not fall |

from heaven. Rather it has its binding identity in the context of historico-

philosophical work on particular material, till now above all on aesthetic |

material. The simplest way to give an idea of this type of historical conception
of nature is to cite the sources in which the concept of natural-history orig-
inates. 1 am referring to the works of Georg Lukdcs and Walter Benjamin. In

the Theory of the Novel, Lukics applied a concept that leads in this direction, that
of a second nature. The framework of the concept of second nature, as Lukécs
uses it, is modeled on ageneral historico-philosophical image ofa meaningful !
and a meaningless world (an immediate world and an alienated world ot com- -

modities) and he attempts to present this alienated world. He calls this world

of things created by man, yet lost to him, the world of convention. “Where no |
aims are immediately given, the structures that the spirit in the process of |

becoming human finds amongst men as the scene and substrate of its activity
lose their evident enrootedness in supra-personal ideal necessities; they are
simply existent, perhaps powerful, perhaps frail, but they neither carry the
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consecration of the absolute nor are they the natural containers for the over-
flowing inwardness of the world. They form the world of convention, a world
from whose all-embracing power only the innermost recesses of the soul are
safe; a world that is present everywhere in boundless multiplicity and whose
strict lawfulness, both in becoming and in being, is necessarily evident to the
cognizant subject. Butforallits lawfulness this world supplies neither amean-
ing for the subject in search of a goal nor sensuous immediacy as material for
the acting subject. This world is a second nature; like the first — “first nature”
for Lukacs is likewise alienated nature, nature in the sense of the patural sci-
ences — “it can only be defined as the embodiment of well-known vet
meaningless necessities and thercfore it is ungraspable and unknowable in its
actual substance.”* This fact of a world of convention as it is historically pro-
duced, this world of estranged things that cannot be decoded but encounters
us as ciphers, is the starting point of the question with which 1am concerned
here. From the perspective of the philosophy of history the problem of
natural history presents itself in the first place as the question of how it is pos-
sible to know and interpret this alienated, reified, dead world. Lukacs already
perceived this problem as foreign to us and a puzzle to us. If I should succeed
at giving you a notion of the idea of natural-history vou would first of all have

to experience something of the favpadew (shock) that this question portends.

Natural-history is not a synthesis of natural and historical methods, but a
change of perspective. The passage in which Lukdcs comes closest to this con-
ception, runs as follows: “The second nature of human constructs has no lvri-
cal substantiality, its forms are too rigid to adapt themselves o the symbol
creating mgment; the content of its laws is far too rigidly defined ever to free
itself from those elements that in lvric poetry must give rise to essavistic
impulscs; these impulses, indeed. live so exclusively by the grace of laws and
have in fact so little valency of sensual existence independent of them, that
without them they would collapse into nothing. This nature is not mute, cor-
poreal and foreign to the senses like first nature: itisa petrified estranged com-
plex of meaning that is no longer able 1o awaken inwardness; itis a charnel-house
of rotted interiorities. This second nature could only be brought back o life, if
ever, by a metaphysical act of reawakening the spiritual element that created
or maintained it in its earlier or ideal existence, but could never be experi-
enced by another interiority.™?

The problem of-this awakening, which Lukdcs grants to be a metaphysical
possibility, is the problem that determines what is here understood by natural-
history. Lukdcs envisioned the metamorphosis of the historical qua past into
nature; petrified history is nature, or the petrified life of nature is amere prod-
uct of historical development. The reference to the charnel-house includes
the element of the cipher: everything must mean something, just what,
however, must first be extracted: Lukdcs can only think of this charnel-house
in terms of a theological resurrection, in an eschatological context.

4. George Lukdcs, The Theon of the Novel, trans. Anna Bostock (Cambridge: MIT, 1978}, p. 62,
Translation correcred.

5. Lukdcs, thid., p. 54.
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Benjamin marks the decisive turning-point in the formulation of the prob-
lem of natural-history in thathe brought the resurrection of second nature out
of infinite distance into infinite closeness and made it an object of philosophi-
cal interpretation. Philosophy has succeeded in refining the concept of naral-
history by taking up this theme of the awakening of enciphered and petrified
object. Two passages from Benjamin's The Origin of the German Play of Lamen-
tation" are germanc o those quoted above from Lukacs. “In nature the |
allegorical poets saw eternal transience, and here alone did the saturnine |
vision of these generations recognize history.”” “When, as is the case in the E
German play of lamentation, history comes onto the scene, it does so as a |
cipher to be read. “History” is writ across the countenance of nature in the |
sign language of uansience.™ The deepest point where history and natyre i
converge lies precisely in this element of transience. If Lukacs demonstrates l
the retransformation of the historical, as that which has been, into nature, |
then here is the other side of the phenomenon: natwre itself is seen as tran-
sitory nature, as history. :

The problem of natural history can not be correctly formulated in terms of
general structures, but only as interpretatinons of concrete history. Benjamin
shows that allegory is no composite of merely adventitious elements; the
allegorical is notanaccidental sign foran underlving content. Rather thereisa
specific relation between allegory and the allegorically meant, “allegory is
expression.” Allegory is usually taken to mean the presentation of a conceptas
an image and therefore it is labelled abstract and accidental. The relationship
ofallegory to its meaning is not accidental signification, but the playing out of
a particularity; it is expression. What is expressed in the allegorical sphereis -
nothing butan historical relationship. The theme of the allegorical is, simply,
history. Atissue is an historical relationship between what appears — nature
— and its meaning, i.c. transience. This is explained as follows: *“[The worldly,
historical breadth . . . of the allegorical intention is, as natural history, as the
original history of signification or of intention, dialectical in character.’] The

6. Since Benjamin's book is altogether concerned with distinguishing Baroque theater and
the form of its lamentation from tragedy, a worse translation of its title than the one it presently
carries, The Origin of German I mgr'i Drama, could not have been found. Trans.

7. Walier Benjamin, The Ongin of German Tragic Drama. trans. John Oshorne (London: NLR
Press, 19771, p. 179, Translation corrected.

& dbd., p. 177 Translanon correcied.

9. Thisline precedes the passage that Adorno actually quotes. It does notappearin eitherthe
published or in Adorno’s manuscript. From the context, however, it is clearly required. The
editor of Adorno’s collected works agrees and it will be inserted in future editions (letter from
Ticdemann). It is interesting to speculate why this line is missing. Tiedemann guesses that the
essav was delivered from notes. The single manuscript that exists would be the work of 2 -
stenographer who could have casily missed a line. Unfortunately, it has not been possible to
check whether a stenographer was at this meeting for, according to the present editor of Kant-
Studien, all of the Society's records from the period were destroyed {letter from Manfred Klein-
schneider). One thing, however, makes it doubtful that the essay is solely the work of a stenographer
and thatis its footnotes. Only Adorno could have plausibly put in footnote 16, He must have gone
over the essay, perhaps preparing it for publication, and this makes the fact important that Ador-
no, not known for carelessness, passed over the passage's discontinuity. An explanation is pos-
sible; The line contains two important elements. one a reference 1o the “original-history of
signification” and the other to natural history, in Benjamin's sense of course. The former was
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relationship of symbol and allegory may be incisively and formally deter-

mined by means of the decisive category of time, whose introduction into this
sphere of semiotics was the great romantic insight of these thinkers. Whereas
in the symbol, with the glorification of death and destruction, the transfigured
face of nature reveals itself fleetingly in the light of redemption, in allegory the
observer is confronted with the facies hippocratica'® of historv, a petrified
primordiallandscape. Everything about history that, from the beginning, has
been untimately, sorrowful, unsuccessful, is expressed in aface — orratherin
a death’s-head. And although such a thing lacks all “symbolic” freedom of
expression, all classical proportion, all that is human, nevertheless not only
the nature of human existence in general but the biographical historicity of an
individual is enunciated in this figure of the most extreme subjugation to
nature, in the form of a riddle. This is the heart of the allegorical vision, of the
Baroque, sccular exposition of history as the passion of the world; it is only
meaningful in the stations of its prostration. The greater the signification, the
greater the subjugation to death, for death digs most deeply the jagged
demarcation line between physis and signification.”'’ What is the meaning
here of “transience’” and “original-history of signification?”'* I cannot devel-
op these C(‘mcepts in a traditional fashion. What is at issue is of an essentially
different logical form from that of a scheme of thought based on a project (Ent-
wurf) whose foundation is constituted by a general conceptual structure. The alter-
native logical structure cannot be analyzed here. This structure is a constella-
tion. It is not a matter of clarifving concepts out of one another, but of the
constellation of ideas, namely those of transience, signification, the idea of
nature and the idea of history. One does not refer back to these ideas as “in-
variants;” theissueis notto define them, rather thev gather around a concrete
historical facticity that, in the context of these elements, will reveal itself in its
uniqueness. How do these elements cohere? According to Benjamin, nature,
as creation, carries the mark of transience. Nature itself is transitory. Thus it
includes the element of history. Whenever an historical element appears it
refers back to the natural element that passes away within it. Likewise the
reverse: whenever “second nature™ appears, when the world of convention
approaches, it can be deciphered in that its meaning is shown to be precisely
its transience. As Benjamin has understood this — and here the discussion
must be pushed farther — there are certain fundamental original-historical

needed for the coherence of Adorno's talk. Butin that, for Benjamin, itis given as asynonym for
natural history, the reference would have confused the presentation. Trans.

10. This is not one of those Latin phrases that evervone is supposed to know. The “Hippo-
cratic face” is the physiognomy of a person suffering from “the worst.” Francis Adams, in his
introduction to The Genuine Works of Hippocrates (N.Y.: William Wood, 1886), p. 195, cites the classi-
cal description of this countenance: “‘a sharp nose, hollow eyes, collapsed temples, the ears cold,
contracted, and their lobes turned out: the skin about the forchead being rough, distended, and
parched; the color of the whole face being green, black, livid, or lead colored.” For adiscussion of
“the face of nature” in Greck, Hebrew and early modern traditions sce H.A. Wolfson, The
Philosophy of Spinoza (Cambridge: Harvard, 1962), Vol. 1, pp. 244-247. Trans.

11.  Benjamin, op. cit., p. 166. Translation corrected.

12. Literally, the last part of this sentence reads, “in both cases “transience” and “transitori-
ness” occur.” In fact, only the word “transience™ appearsin the cited passages. Nothing of impor-
tance seems to be at stake and so the phrase has been dropped 1o avoid confusion. Trans.
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phenomena, which were originally present, have passed away and are signi-
fied in allegory, return in the allegorical, return as script. It cannot simply bea
matter of demonstrating that in history itself original-history as transience
contains within itself the theme of history. The basic quality of the transience
of the earthly signifies nothing but just such a relationship between nature
and history: all being or everything existing is to be grasped as the interweav-
ing of historical and natural being. As transience all original-history is abso-
lutely present. It is present in the form of “signification.” “Signification”
means that the elements of nature and history are not fused with cach other,
rather they break apart and interweave at the same time in such a fashion that
the natural appears as a sign for history and history, where it seems to be most
historical, appears as a sign for nature. All being, or at least all being that has
been or become what it is, transforms itself into allegory; in these terms
allegory is no longer imerely a category of art history. Likewise “signification”
itselfis transformed from a problem of the hermeneutics of the philosophy of his-
tory, from a problem of transcendental meaning, into the element whose
character it s to transsubstantiate history into original-history. Hence “original-
history of signification.” So, for example, in the language of the Baroque, the
fall of a tvrant is equivalent to the setting of the sun. This allegorical relationy
ship already encompasses the presentiment of a procedure that could succeed
in interpreting concrete history as nature and to make nature dealectical
under the aspect of history. The realization of this conception is once more
the idea of natural-history.

II.

Having sketched out the origin of the idea of natural-history, I would like to
carry the discussion farther. The positions of Lukdks, Benjamin and the idea
of natural-history are related in the problem of the image of the charnel house.
For Lukécs it is something simply puzzling; for Benjamin is a cipher to be
read. For radical natural-historical thought, however, everything existing
transforms itself into ruins and fragments, into just such a charnel-house
where signification is discovered, in which nature and history interweave and
the philosophy of history is assigned the task of their intentional interpreta-
tion. A double wrn, therefore, is made: on one hand I have reduced the
ontological problematic to an historical formulaand tried to show in what way
ontology is to be concretely and historically radicalized. On the other hapd, I
have shown, under the aspect of transience, how history itself in a sense press-
es towards an ontological turn. What I mean here by ontological turn is some-
thing entirely different from that which is presentdy understood by the
term.'* Therefore I will not try to appropriate the expression for my own pur-
poses, but will introduce it dialectically. What I have in mind with the idea of
natural-history is not “historical ontology,” notan attcmpt to isolate a group

I3.  Although Heidegger does not use the term “ontological turn" (ontologische Wendung), in

the context of his work it would refer to a transformation of ontology such as occured with
Descartes. Trans.
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of historical elements and to hypostatize them ontologically, force them, as
for example Dilthey did, to encompass the totality of an epoch as its sense or
fundamental structure. Dilthey's atempt at an historical ontology ran aground
because he did not engage facticity with sufficient seriousness; he remained in
the sphere~of intellectual history and in the fashion of vague categories of
stvles of thought entirely failed to grasp material reality. Instead of intellectual
history; instead of trying to reconstruct basic images of history epoch by
epoch, the issue is to grasp historical facticity in its historicity itself as natural-
historical. T

To articulate the idea of natural-history I will take up a second problem
from the opposite side. (This is a direct continuation of the Frankfurt discus-
sion.) One might object that I am proposing a sort of bewitchment ol history
and passing off the historical, in all its contingency, as ihe natural and the
original-historical. The historical is to be transfigured as something meaning-
ful because itappcgrs allegorical. Thatis, however, notwhat I mean. Certainly
the starting point of the problem’s formulation, the natural character of his-
tory is disconcerting. But if philosophy wanted to be nothing more than the
shock that the historical presents itself at the same time as nature, then such a
philosophy would be subject to Hegel's criticism of Schelling’s philosophy as
the night of indifferentiation in which all cats are grey. How does one avoid
this night? That is something that I would like to clarify.

The starting point here is that history, as it lies before us, presents itself as
thoroughly discontinuous, not only in that it contains disparate circumstanc-
es and facts, but also because it contains structural disparities. If Riczler'!
enumerates three opposing vet interrelated categories of historicity (1.e.. tyche,
ananke, spontaneity), I myself would not attempt to synthesize this division of
the structure of history into a so-called unity. I believe, indeed, that the neo-
ontologists have performed something very fruitful in their conception of this
structure. Now this discontinuity, which, as 1 said, can not be legitimately
ransformed into a structural whole, presents itself in the first place as one be-
tween the mythical archaic, natural material of history, of what has been, and
that which surfaces as dialectically and emphatically new. The problematical
character of these categories is clear to me. The differential procedure re-
qliired 1o arrive at natural-history without anticipating it as a unity consists in
firstly accepting these two problematical and indeterminate structures in their
contradictoriness, as they occur in the language of philosophy. This is legiti-
mate in that it appears that the philosophy of history increasingly comes to
just this sort of intertwining of the originally existing and the newly becoming
in the findings presented by rescarch. 1 would like to recall that psvchoanalytic
rescarch presents this antithesis with full clarity in the distinction between
archaic symbols, to which no associations may attach themselves, and inter-

Iil. {Knrt Rl(':zlcr. 1882-1955. Nationalist, classicist, philosopher. Once well known for his
study of Parmenides and an aesthetics, more recently for his World War One diaries. Adorno is

relerring 1o his Gestalt und Gesetz (19241 a “critical meraphysies™ that argues that lite is charac-

!]c:nn-d by a fundamemal dualism of law and form. unified by fate. CE Introduction, noe 11,
rans. '
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subjective, dynamic, inner-historical symbols, which can all be eliminated
and transformed into psychical actuality and present knowledge. Now the
first task of the philosophy of history is to distinguish these two elements,
separate them and set them out in mutual opposition. Only where this
antithesis is made explicitis there a chance of succeeding in the complete con-
struction of natural-history. Pragmatic findings, which turn up when one
observes the archaic-mythical and the historical-new, indicate the direction of
this process. It is evident that the foundation, the mythic-archaic, the sup-
posedly substantial and enduring mythic, is in no way a static foundation.
Rather, there is an element of the historically dynamic, whose form is dialecti-
cal, in all great myths as well as in the mythical images that our consciousness
still carries. The mythic fundamental elements are in themsclves contradic-
tory and move in a contradictory manner (recall the phenomenon of the
ambivalence, the “antithetical sense” of primal words)."” The myth of Kronos
is just such a mvyth in which the most extreme godly power of creation is

coupled with the fact that he is the god who annihilates his creations, his

children. Likewise, the mythology that underlies tragedy is in every instancet
dialectical because it includes the subjugation of the guilty man to nature at
the same time that it develops out of itself the reconciliation of this fate: man
raises himself up out of his fate as man. The dialectical clement here is that the
tragic myths contain at one and the same time subjectation to guilt and nature
and the element of reconciliation that transcends the realm of nature. The
notion not only of a static undialectical world of ideas, but of undialectical
mvths that break off the dialectic, points back to its origins in Plato. ' In Plato
the world of appearances lies fallow; it is abandoned, vet visibly ruled by the
ideas. Yet the ideas take no partin the world of appearances and since they do
not participate in the movement of the world, as a result of the alienation of
the ideas from the world of human experience, they are necessarily trans-
ferred to the starts in order to be able to maintain themselves in the face of the
world’s dynamic. The ideas become static: frozen. This is, however, alrcady
the expression for a level of consciousness in which consciousness has lost its
natural substance as immediacy. In Plato’s moment consciousness has al-
ready succumbed to the temptation of idealism: spirit, banned from the
world, alienated from history, becomes the absolute at the cost of life. The
misconception of the static character of mythical elements is what we must
free ourselves from if we want to arrive at a concrete representation of natural~
history.
On the other hand, “the new,” the dialectically produurd. actually presen

itsellin history as the archaic. History is “most mythical where it is most his-
torical.” This poses the greatest problems. Rather than pursuing the thought
in gencral terms, [ will give an example, that of semblance (Schein) — and I
mean semblance in the previously established sense of second nature. This

15.  Apparently a reference to Freud's “The Anuthetical Sense of Primal Words™ (1910), in
Collected Papers, 4th ed. by Joan Riviere (London: 1950). Trans.

16, CL Soren Kierkegaard, The Concept of Irony, irans. Lee M. Capel iBloomington: Indiana,
19653, p. 112 11,
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second nature is a nature of semblance in that it presents itself as meaningful
and its semblance is historically produced. Second nature is illusory because
we have lost reality yet we believe that we are able to meaningfully understand
itinits eviscerated state, or because we insert subjective intention as significa-
tion into this foreign reality, as occurs in allegory. Now what is remarkable is
that the inner-historical essence is itself semblance of a mythical kind. Just as
the element of semblance is an aspect of every myth, indeed just as the dialec-
tic of mythical fate is in every instance inaugurated by semblance in the forms
of hubris and blindness, so the historically produced elements of semblance
are always mythical. This is so not only in that they reach back to the archaic
original-historical and that in art every illusory element has to do with myth
(one thinks of Wagner), but rather because the mythical character itself
returns in the historical phenomenon of semblance. Its clarification would be
an authentic problem of natural-history. This would involve demonstrating,
for example, that if vou sense an aspect of semblance in certain houses, then
alogg with this semblance there is the thought of that-which-has-always-been
and thatitis only being recognized. The phenomenon of deja-vu, of recogni-
tion, is to be analyzed at this point. The mythical model of anxiety returns vis-
a-vis such inner-hisiorical alienated semblance. An archaic anxiety descends
everywhere that the illusory world of convention appears in front of us. The
element of foreboding is also an aspect of this semblance; one of its mythical
elements is to have the character of drawing everything into itself as into a fun-
nel. The element of the actuality of semblance in contrast o its simple pic-
torialness, thatwe perceive semblance as expression everywhere thatwe come
up against it, that it can not be sloughed off as merely illusory but expresses
something that can not be described independently ofits semblance — this is
also a mythical element of semblance. To make a final point: the definitive
transcendent element of myth, reconciliation, also inheres in semblance. Itis
worth remembering that emotion always accompanies the lesser, not the
greatest art works. [ am referring to that element of reconciliation that is pres-
entwherever the world appears most as semblance: the promise of reconcilia-
tion is most perfectly given where at the same time the world is most firmly
immured from all *meaning.” With this I refer you to the structure of the

‘original-historical in semblance itself, where semblance in its being-just-as-it-

is (Sosein) proves itself to be historically produced, or, in traditional philo-
sophical terms, where semblance is the product of the subject/object dialectic.
Second nature is, in truth, first nature. The historical dialectic is not simply a
renewed interest in reinterpreted historical materials, rather the historical
materials transform themselves into the mythical and natural-historical.

I wanted to speak about the relationship of these matters to historical
materialism, but I only have time to say the following: it is not a question of
completing one theory by another, but of the immanent interpretation of a
theory. I submit myself, so 10 speak, to the authority of the materialist dialec-
tic. It could be demonstrated that what has been said here is only an inter-
pretation of certain fundamental elements of the materialist dialectic.

‘THE REAGAN “REVOLUTION”: 1978-1981, R.I.P.

by Fred Seigel

Policy Review, the organ of the conservative Heritage Foundation, devoted their
winter 1984 issue to lamenting the failures of the Reagan administration, Publisher M.
Stanton Evans complained that *This has been essentially another Ford Adminis-
tration, . . . not much differem from any other Republican administration in our
lifetime. While the other Senator from Colorado, arch-conservative William Arm-
strong noted that Reagan had *managed to polarize the country over budget cuts that
didn’t happen.” “He cut the budget,” bemoaned Armstrong, “enough to make the
special interests and the press mad, but not enough” to restructure the government.
For his part, National Conservative Political Action Commiuee (NCPAC) chair Terry
Donlan has complained of the administration failure to move on its social agenda.
Abortion remaing legal, school praver illegal. In sum Evans concluded, “There has
been no Rcag;'m Revolution.” !

It would be a mistake to dismiss these comments as mere grousing. In fact, despite
the social program cuts which have puni;hrd the poor, the Reagan administration has
accomplished curiously licle of its original agenda. In retrospect we can see that the
shift 1o conservative policies 1ook place largely before Reagan ook office, climaxed in
the summer of 1981, and have been on hold ever since.

For a moment let us look back 1o the defeat of Gerald Ford, which was at the time
mistakenly taken as a signal of conservative weakness. The 1980 collapse of the Demo-
cratic Panty was foreshadowed in its pyric 1976 presidential viciory. The Demaocrats,
relatively unified, faced a shattered Republican party burdened by the greatest politi-
cal scandal in American history and a badly slumping economy. The Republican can-
didate, Gerald Ford, troubled by the Reaganite insurgency within his own party, was so
dull that as Walter Goodman has put it, “He was a figure destined 1o afflict school-
children vet unborn with the problem of whether it was he or Martin Van Buren who
started the French and Indian Wars.” Yet the Democrats barely managed to eke out a
victory and then only because their candidate was a Southerner who had mastered the
art of straddling. Itwas ameasure of just how conservative politics had become thatout
on the stump the compaign themes of both parties were — God, majortax reductions,
abalanced budget and a strong defense at the expense of social programs if need be —
anticipated Reaganisim, . g

Carter's victory, which seemed 1o mark the recrudescense of class-based New Deal
Voting patterns, gave off a ubercular glow. There was no winning coalition, merely an
aggregation of groups, some of them increasingly conservative, unwilling 1o vote for
Ford and.the Republicans. The forty-six freshman who came in with Carter were,
including the Democrats, *more conservative on social and economic issues than any
other [entering] class.” The Democrats among them were fiercely independent, open
ambassadors from suburban kingdoms who neither owed Carter their allegiance (he
ran behind 272 of the 292 Democrars elected to the House) nor shared common goals.
The product of the same wave of middle class reforms that had denuded the party
organization and made Carter's consensus-less nomination possible, they were geher-
ally representatives of the burgeoning power of suburban and Sunbelt constituen-

cies. . -
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