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Abstract

The first part of the paper, running counter to Hegel s dialectic, presents the main features
of Adorno s negative dialectic and his thematization of Auschwitz as “absolute negativity”.
The second part of the paper is dedicated to Lyotard’s adoption and radicalization of the
negative dialectic to its suspension, and to his remarks regarding projects of (universal)
emancipation that he was convinced characterize modernity — and led to Auschwitz. In
the ensuing part, we take a look at some remarks addressed to Adorno about his “fascina-
tion” with Auschwitz and the alleged wrongdoing committed by Lyotard's postmodernist
rupture with the modernity on that basis. The final part of the paper is mostly dedicated to
Claussen's return to Adornian theoretical narrative regarding Auschwitz and the apology of
its significance for the present day.
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“Hegel did not die in the death camps (on the con-
trary, tragical dialectics feeds only on cadavers),
he did not die from Criticism (on the contrary, he
lives through it), he died in abundance, he passed
away from prosperity, he croaked from health.”"

Introduction

Mistrust of emancipatory projects sprang up in contemporary social theory, as
a form of disenchantment with modernism’s dashed hopes of infinite progress
and general emancipation. Horkheimer and Adorno came to realize the “incon-
solable emptiness of emancipation”,? and were followed by Michel Foucault
and Jean-Frangois Lyotard, who ultimately thought along the same lines, al-
beit placing emphasis on different points of resistance: along with the great
legitimizing and “globalizing” discourses, they will savagely attack all preten-
sions toward totalizing knowledge. The most we can hope for instead are tran-

sient social practices, limited narratives, and local knowledge.’ Foucault’s and
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Lyotard’s campaign against orthodox perspectives and grand narratives fur-
thered and broadened one stream of critical theory’s critique of Enlightenment
and ideology:* uncritical thought is not only dominated by the power of rul-
ing class ideology; agonistic relations of power are everywhere and manifest
themselves in the rival claims of truth of diverse groups and a plethora of
practices.’ That was roughly the trajectory of philosophical postmodernism’s
break with modernity, a trajectory, Adorno and Lyotard were almost equally
convinced, that characterized modernity — and led to Auschwitz.®

The Legacy of Auschwitz

The name of one of the many extermination camps will, through Adorno above
all,” become the secular variant of the religious “tremendum”,?® while signaling
the paralyzing experience that also compels theoretical observation: the name
for the unnamable. In the famous phrase, “writing poetry after Auschwitz is
barbarity”,’ the very statement is recognized as the self-awareness of interrup-
tion, itself undermined by the reason that makes it unseemly to write poetry. For
Adorno, “Auschwitz” was the turning point for displaying the consequences of
the exclusivist development of “culture” that must suffer various syndromes of
(after) “Auschwitz”, and must demand the possibility and meaning of its own
survival. Ultimately, it must accept the devastating answer of culture:

“Auschwitz demonstrated irrefutably that culture has failed. That this could happen in the midst
of the traditions of philosophy, of art, and of the enlightening sciences says more than that these
traditions and their spirit lacked the power to take hold of men and work a change in them. There
is untruth in those fields themselves, in the autarky that is emphatically claimed for them.”!°

In a typically dialectical gesture, contradiction is placed at the very heart of
the phenomenon, which can no longer be thought of as a subsequent result,
a warping, or mere deviation. Represented by “poetry”, which it is (from)
now (on) barbaric to write, the image of “the spirit” — which “Auschwitz”
has brought into stark clarity to the point of transparency — is put forth as its
irredeemable capitulation and hopelessness, and not only because the critique
of terror, unification, and maiming properties of culture would thus be right.
It turns out that any strategy operates for the enemy: insisting on cultural
tradition, which reaches its zenith in “Auschwitz”, recreates the conditions of
its production; meanwhile escapism and resentment of the notion of culture
end in political relativism, thus leaving space for legitimizing precisely that
cultural heritage that led to the rejection of culture.!!

If the high road of culture leads to Auschwitz, turning away from it, even with
the intention of avoiding that destination, is only a shortcut to the same endpoint:

“One who pleads for the maintenance of culture that has already shown its guilt and worth-
lessness, makes an accomplice of oneself; while one who rejects culture, indirectly supports
culture’s true barbarous nature.”'?

Halting the spirit’s cocky clap-trap, this cognitive-poetic paralysis, had it had
sufficient courage and/or responsibility, would, standing before Auschwitz,
also reveal itself as a defense against a reality that slips away from compre-
hension and articulation, from its own “object”, to which it is not equal and
which it falsifies — even by remaining tacit.

“There is no escape from this circle, not even with silence, for even silence rationalizes its own
subjective inability via a state of objective truth, thus derogating this truth into a lie.”'?
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Adorno never minimized this symbolic value of “Auschwitz”, the “Judgement
Day” that also obligates any speculative thinking coming after it. He does,
however, in Negative Dialectics, say that “it was perhaps wrong to say that
after Auschwitz there can be no more poetry”, but the “mistake” consists only
in “perennial suffering having equal right to expression as a martyr has to
scream”.' The issue of (im)possibility of what comes “after Auschwitz” still
stands, is stronger even, to which the tragic testimony of Primo Levi, Jean
Améry, and many others stand as witnesses:

“It is not wrong to ask the less polite question whether life itself is possible after Auschwitz, in
particular for someone who avoided execution they were in general due. What is necessary for
such a life to continue is a coldness, fundamental principles of civic subjectivity, without which
Auschwitz would not have been possible in the first place: comprehensive guilt of the spared.”'

The victim who accidentally survived knows now that “the legitimate grati-
tude of the one who was spared is contained in the uncompromising hatred of
the terror perpetrated even on the last creature™.'® Fully aware of the necessity
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of the lives of those who continue to live in the shadow of those who did not
survive, Adorno writes that “the fact that in the camps it was no longer the
individual who died but the specimen, had to affect the deaths of those who
escaped this measure”.!” The vision of a universal course of history that would
advance towards ever greater humanization is disappearing, while the one
leading to the megaton bomb seemed certain.

“The modern, dialectical image of progress ended with an explosion in the horrors of regressive
dictatorships.”!®

In the face of that logical conclusion, and not the bursting obstruction of the his-
torical movement, “Adorno’s Auschwitz” provokes the critical theorist to see
in it not only an emblematic telos and final executor of the Occidental idea of
emancipation, not only a history “marked by rupture rather than continuity”,"
but also the point whereupon all conceptualization, as well as all relinquish-
ing of conceptualization, is destined to retrace its own path endlessly, after
which spirit remains immobile, and all theoretical reflection becomes funda-
mentally insufficient. The bloody trace of an unspeakable crime has become a
widespread phrase, a catchword for a fatal civilizational movement of moder-
nity, as well as the ghostly symbol of probing its theoretical operations. The
Holocaust has become the reflective point of silence born of the fundamental
insufficiency of theoretical strategies, a name that all rationality deploys, but
regarding which there is neither judgment nor sentence, and in the face of
which all discursive machinery grinds to a halt. A simultaneously impossible
and necessary task was laid before thought itself: thinking the Holocaust and
thinking after it, despite it being the epitome of the unthinkable, inexpress-
ible horror, and despite any form of its representation being an unseemly and
unseeing transformation and exploitation of unutterable terror. The Holocaust
became “absolute negativity”? that both compels and precludes thinking, that
is, thinking the “completely different”.?' And/or completely different thinking.

For Adorno, it was “negative dialectics”.

“The World Spirit could be defined as a permanent disaster. Under the principle of identity that
subjugates everything, what does not enter into identity and escapes planning rationality, causes
fear in the realm of means. History could hardly be interpreted in a different philosophical way
without being enchanted into an idea.”?

The sharp edge of this remark by Adorno is directed, of course, at Hegel’s phi-
losophy of history: its “worldly spirit” was realized only as a farce, as Hitler’s
robot bombs, as blind technical perfection that, once launched and deprived
of subjectivity, appears, “not on a horse, but on wings and without a head”.?

Whether it be a system of thought or the organization of the community, in the
exemplary Whole represented by Hegel’s system, the movements of subject
and object, concept and object, idea and society are harmonized, life is concil-
iated, without remainder and without work that such reconciliation deserves.
Adorno is convinced that the falseness of such a system is the falseness of so-
ciety, that substrate of Hegel’s philosophy.?* The identity of subject and object
that his notion of system implies developed into the Absolute, and it proved
to be nothing but a voracious and exclusive confinement.

“The world as a system, as it is understood in Hegel’s system, has only today literally proven
itself satanically — as a system of a radically socialized society.”*

Therefore, after Hegel’s criticism of formal logic, his dialectic logic should
itself also be exposed to critique.
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“The consequence of the self-critique of logic is the dialectic”,* but it does
not have the last word either. Hegel characterizes Plato’s dialectic as negative:
it “brings disorder into our representations or even into our concepts, shows
their nothingness, so that its result is exclusively negative”, instead of, like a
“true” dialectic, “showing the necessary movement of pure concepts, and not
as if it were thereby destroying them, but in such a way that the result of this
showing consists precisely in the fact that pure concepts are this movement
and that what is universal consists precisely in the unity of such opposing
concepts”.?” Adorno does indeed invoke Plato’s dialectic,?® intending to “turn
Hegel’s judgments into their opposite™: to expose the unity of concepts as an
idealization of real antagonisms, to transform the negativity of the result into
openness to the non-identical and resistance to routine patterns of thought. It
could be said that Adorno’s critique of dialectical logic is a “dialectic without
identity”,”® a dialectic that should be not only self-reflexive but, at the same
time, also self-referential. In its intention to be a theory of critique, and not,
as in Hegel, a critique of critique with a result that would nullify the critique’s
criticality,* it is therefore often seen as a “structure” of a thinking deliberately
thought against itself. Negative dialectics, indeed, appears to be a critique of
logic by logical means, and, at the same time, a “logic” of every theoretical
criticism that would keep the outcome open, without losing its societal goal.’!

Seen from the perspective of Adorno’s negative dialectic, Hegel cannot ac-
count for the dialectic of his own dialectical philosophy, and this is precisely
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what undermines the promise of its omnipotence. In the form of an umbrel-
la, within itself dialectical but in its entirety unproblematized, supreme, and
closed system, Hegel betrays the subversive impulse of dialectic itself. His
system is “implicitly in every single determination preconceived”: “thought
always extracts from the object only that which is already thought in itself”
and ““is satisfied in itself, flows as if wound”.* In other words, instead of
consistently performing “the passing of each concept into its other”,** Hegel
relies on the system as the totality of this movement. Now, only a negative
dialectic, which does not repeat Hegel’s “systemic” mistake, could respon-
sibly approach its real topic: the “struggle between concepts”, the “mutual
consumption of concepts”,* and realize its own principle: that concepts do
not remain what they were, but, starting from the consistency stored in their
understanding, become something else, and not just what they say at first.

That moment of the negative in the dialectic must finally be taken seriously.
By underestimating the negation that his system undoubtedly involves, Hegel
disempowered the dialectic, which ultimately becomes indifferent to its initial
mandate. Passing the negation of the negation for the affirmative, Hegel’s dia-
lectic restores the anti-dialectical “formal principle brought to its purest form”
and traditional mathematical logic, which counts two minuses as a plus, a
winning from within:

“The negated is the negative until it passes.”

Adorno, for his part, expects a “seriousness of unwavering negation” from
dialectical theory, which would respect the aporia of (in)consistency: if the
dialectical contradiction, the expression of what is “irresolvably non-identi-
cal”, will not return to pure thought of consequence, to smoothing by means
of identity and ignoring what the contradiction itself says, then the theory
must give up the negation of the negation as an affirmation; moreover, it must
oppose Hegel’s or any such abuse of the potential of negation, steadfastly
resisting the view in which “the negation of the negation does not end the
negation, but shows that the negation was not negative enough”.3® Adorno
notices that Hegel’s double negation always results in an affirmative, fetishiz-
ing it; Adorno therefore sets his sights not so much against the negation of the
negative, but against the hypostatization of its result.’’

Adorno is, after all, aware that it is difficult to draw a line of demarcation
between his negative dialectic and Hegel’s dialectic by means of individual
distinctions. The difference, however, becomes more noticeable if we call
upon the help of “intention”: Hegel’s thought would nevertheless impose and
strengthen absolute identity and stimulate a form of systemic closure. That
very direction, according to Adorno, is upside down.® Adorno’s thought,
by contrast, experiences identity as a universal (albeit necessary) apparatus
of coercion, and the need in traditional philosophy for a closed system as a
necessary evil, to which it submits for the purposes of its immanent nega-
tion. In this sense, negative dialectics is really “the re-establishment of the
dialectic, namely: against the lies and coercion of the system”.?* But Adorno
admits that, out of necessity, negative dialectic is still “bound from the very
beginning to the highest categories of the philosophy of identity” and remains
“false, identity-logical, and itself that against which it is thought”, so that it
must “correct itself in its critical progress”.** The translation of spiritual ex-
perience into the concepts by reflecting their (social) mediation is now the de-
mand that is raised against a falsechood of Hegel’s philosophy, which presents
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the indifference of spiritual experience and the thought medium as “realizable
thanks to a satisfactory conceptual effort”.*! Today, this is no longer enough.
After the unfortunate practical applications of systemic projects of philoso-
phy, Adorno believes that the time has come when thinking must confront
itself with the ultimate, with what eludes the concept, and must think against
itself without thereby ceasing to be thinking.*

The Fatality of the Will for Emancipation

Following Adorno’s intention, these crucial dimensions of his thought will be
interpreted and then idiosyncratically developed by Lyotard. He “follow([s] in
Adorno’s footsteps™ by recognizing in “Auschwitz” another name for the in-
sufficiency of any speculative theory and practical fatality of modern projects’
optimism of redemption, and then transcribing it into an anti-emancipatory
vocabulary of philosophical Postmodernity.** After “Auschwitz” — a concept
which is not a concept, an experience of a crime incompatible with progres-
sive schemes, a name that stems the tide of thought, a destructive gesture to
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any narrative sovereignty — no global story can be credible any longer.** And
there is every chance that it can — or even must — be disastrous. It is a train of
postmodern thought that seeks to attack directly the last remnants of the idea
of emancipation.

“What kind of thought is capable of ‘discovering’ Auschwitz, in the sense of the German
aufheben, setting into a general, empirical, even speculative process directed at universal
emancipation?”4¢

The “Postmodern Condition” appears as the result of a great modern process
of “delegitimation”, and, in a phrasing Lyotard admits to having simplified, as
the “incredulity toward metanarratives”.*’ It becomes mistrust of all “founda-
tionalist”, totalizing narratives that promise “the end of separation” and aim
to effectively legitimize either science, art, or social practice. The coherence of
“grand narratives”, sweeping in scope and clichéd heroes (the world, human-
ity, history), and of appropriate explanatory ambitions can be ensured in one
of two ways, depending on whether they appear as “speculative narratives” or
as “emancipatory narratives”. According to Lyotard, Hegel’s philosophy is a
prototype of the latter: it “totalises all [...] narratives and, in this sense, is a dis-
tillation of speculative modernity”.** In Hegel’s speculative metanarrative, the
spirit advances and expands its knowledge, with a myriad of language games
gathered and deployed to represent its universal history: the philosophical sys-
tem makes all knowledge cohere, while true “absolute” knowledge consists of
reports of the various relations of incorporation into the “grand narrative” of
the subject. Following only its own rules, the subject evaluates and guarantees
the legitimacy of particular knowledge.* Thus, Hegel’s abstract meta-language
undermines the immanence of the dialectical procedure through an imposed
teleology that pre-assigns to terms their place in a panlogical system.>!

In the other form of modern metanarrative, the grand story of emancipation,
knowledge is not a goal in itself, but is valued according to freedom, with truth
finding its grounding in morality: knowledge is the foundation of human lib-
eration from oppression and suffering; it is no longer its own subject, it serves
the subject. In Lyotard’s reconstruction, the idea of humanity’s emancipation
begun in the philosophy of the Enlightenment, was put into practice by the
French Revolution, and was deployed during the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies as the Enlightenment vision of education to liberate citizens of the shack-
les of unfreedom — and it controls thinking and action to this very day. Trust in
the indubitable progress of science, technology, art, along with the expansion
of political freedom will liberate all humanity from ignorance, poverty, cruelty,
tyranny. Not only would people be happy, but thanks to education, they would
become enlightened masters of their fate. This grand story of emancipation has
assumed various shapes; yet, its aim has remained the same: emancipation of
enlightened humanity from dogma, oppression, and suffering. Excepting tradi-
tionalist reactions, the single-mindedness of those with this emancipatory aim,
notes Lyotard, has been at the root of all political movements in the last two
centuries. Marxism, liberalism, socialism, radicalism — the promise of freedom
through progress encapsulates them to the last: all wish to emancipate all of
humanity from the “disastrous effects of the injury it had suffered”, all would
lead towards “the rights of mankind to self-government”.>

The current political landscape is still dominated by the rhetoric of emancipa-
tion, admits Lyotard, but quickly adds that it can no longer even bandage, let
alone heal, the scars the modern ideal has acquired over the course of its his-
tory. They are a testament to the preponderance, not the deficiency, of (self-)
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harm through a course of therapy that was meant to bring convalescence. The
very techno-scientific, artistic, economic, and political progress — and not its
absence — is what has allowed totalizing new wars, totalitarian regimes, the
widening gap between the wealthy North and destitute South, unemployment
and new poverty, crisis in education, growing ignorance, isolation of artistic
avant-gardes, etc.® All that is left for modernist legitimating narratives is to
emancipate themselves from this universalist and progressivist emancipa-
tory discourse, and what will emerge from such heterogeneity and dissent
is a “politics that would respect both the desire for justice and the desire for
the unknown”.>* “Justice”, because for Lyotard “it is not that speculative dis-
course is ‘wrong’ in the sense of being incorrect, but in the sense of being
unjust”.’® The primary responsibility of critical thinking and politics rooted in
diversity is now to enable the kind of judgment that admits the heterogeny of
the discursive universe and incommensurability of myriad genres.

Lyotard’s break with grand narratives of emancipation and fundamentalism
of ultimate legitimacy also breaks with complementary forms of totalizing
thought. It is impossible (Lyotard repeats to exhaustion), not to mention un-
desirable, to provide common metaregulation for all languages; it is also im-
possible for any consensus, however much revisable, to encompass an en-
semble of regulations that control statements circulating within the scientific
community and try to legitimize other language games. Free of nostalgia,
stripped of the illusion of potential reconciliation and relieved of any long-
ing for completeness and unity, postmodern knowledge could now signal the
retreat of universal metalanguage. It seeks to privilege the petit récit as much
as fragmentation, discord, disagreement, the agonism of linguistic gestures,
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and a struggle in the sense of the irreducible plurality of language games,
whose phrases are not translatable from one discourse to another. In that way,
it also seeks to refine “our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our ability
to tolerate the incommensurable”: asking for no justification from the homol-
ogy of the expert, it looks rather to legitimize with paralogy of the inventor,
to return the narrative into such “discourses of legitimation” as “the study of
open systems, local determinism, antimethod”.>®

Consequently, it calls into question the very “idea of unified goal of history
and singular subject”.’” All unity has in the meantime become suspect:

“... we have paid dearly for our nostalgia for completeness and unity, for the reconciliation of a
term and sensibility, for transparent and communicative experience.”

Even under the demands for yielding and peace, therefore, one senses “the
undercurrent of desire for the terror to begin anew, to fulfill the fantasy, clean
up reality”.> Instead, Lyotard recommends “war on completeness”:

“... let us reveal the invisible, activate the differences, save the honor of the name.”®

His imperative suggestion is to abandon global projects and projections, start-
ing with narratives that legitimize political practices born of ideas awaiting
realization in a future we must accommodate in order for it to take place.
Ideas of freedom, light, socialism may have such power because they are
universal, because they “direct all human realities”. Yet, Lyotard is persuaded
and persuades the reader that the Holocaust has completely shattered the vi-
sions promised by these images, revealing their fatal construction.

The story of Adam’s redemption through love, or liberation from ignorance
and slavery through knowledge and equality, the speculative story about
the manifestation of the universal idea through the dialectic of the real, the
Marxist story of emancipation from exploitation and alienation by socializ-
ing labor, the capitalist story of emancipation from poverty through techno-
industrial development — is ultimately one story, a history whose sail is filled
with the same sweeping idea of universal freedom.5' What issues from this
vantage point of the grand récit and refractive variations of its production
and/or transformation into totalitarian regimes, is the denunciation of any col-
lective “will for emancipation”, invariably disposed, to put it mildly, towards
eliminating all disagreement and reducing diversity.

But after Auschwitz, what is revealed in all law-giving claims to this or that
emancipation, that “enables”, legitimizes, and directs actions from the vantage
point of some future, is one and the same “modern project (project of realizing
universality)”.®> It was not temporarily abandoned or forgotten, as Habermas
would have it,** but destroyed, liquidated: “There are various forms of destruc-
tion, there are multiple names that are symbols of it. Auschwitz”, Lyotard con-
cludes, “is the paradigmatic name of the tragic ‘incompleteness’ of modernity”.%

Lyotard takes Adorno strictly at his word: if Auschwitz does indeed “confirm
the philosopheme of pure identity as death”,® then the ultimate point of retreat
of metaphysics into what it was organized against was reached with it. After
terrible experiences, Adorno declares, Hegel’s absolute knowledge has turned
away from the initial promise made in the Phenomenology of Spirit, lapsing into
thinking about “manure and waste water”.°® But even that metaphysics of pus
and fecal matter would disappear in Lyotard, leaving behind only its excreta:

“Is the anonym of ‘Auschwitz’ the model of a negative dialectic? In that case it would have to
arouse the despair of nihilism, while thought ‘after Auschwitz’ would have to regurgitate its
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designation, like a cow chewing cud or the tiger its prey, without benefit. All that will remain in
the stable or the lair that the West will turn into, is what is left over after such a meal: trash and
crap. Thus is spun the yarn of infinity, as the endless repetition of the Nichtige, as ‘bad infinity’.
You wanted blood; you got shit.”*’

And after the experience of Auschwitz, which can no longer be subsumed under
categories and theoretical protocols, all totalizing dialectical strategies and all
dialectical discourses must be considered bankrupt.®® It is no longer just a mat-
ter of decency and piety, but the twilight of any credible story about the subject
and continuity of history. “Auschwitz” signals and testifies to the impossibil-
ity of the assimilability of thinking “after” it, the impossibility of digesting it
and translating it into its conceptual “phrases” and regimes. Discontinuity and
dissensus are then imposed as a beneficial and honest antidote to the effort of
every universal philosophical language to synoptically encompass and reflect
totality.® Not only the discourse of speculative “neo-Hegelian dialectics” —
that discusses the thought and life of the West after Auschwitz — became ques-
tionable, but also the possibility of any other discourse.” In Adorno’s dialectic,
“Auschwitz” was meant to “conflate the terminological figures that result from
affirmation”, to “mix names that set phases of the term in its movement”, and
to designate the experience of confronting dialectics with “the negative that
cannot be negated, remaining incapable of being drawn ‘to result’” — to des-
ignate “an experience of language that halts the speculative discourse”, thus
representing the name “‘within’ which cannot be thought or not completely”:”!
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“This would not be a name in the sense that Hegel takes it, it would not be a figure of remem-
brance that ensures permanence to what is left even when the spirit destroys its signs. It would
be the name of the nameless. A name that designates what has no name in speculation, name of
the anonymous. Which remains entirely anonymous to speculation.””

In sum, “Auschwitz” — not accidentally written in quotation marks by Lyotard
— is for him (also?) a symbol of the exclusion of an irreducible experience
by totalizing discourse.” It “exposes the inadequacy of Hegel’s closing of
the gaps between phrases and experiences”,” so that the task of philosophy,
which now opposes Hegel and the whole of modernity, becomes precisely
to testify to that “differend” that always eludes conception, to the sublime
sense of the unrepresentability and unpresentability of every phrase — like
“Auschwitz” or what it may (not) mean — excluded from discourse.

Postmodern Objects and Modern Objections

Adorno’s understanding of Auschwitz as, in Hegelian terms, the “truth” of
modernity, due to its longer exposure and grounding argumentation, became
a frequent target. The theoretical meaning Adorno assigns to Auschwitz is
revealed as the reason for a lapse in reasoning, as a mistake in Adorno’s
entire (anti-)system. Once such an anamnesis has been made possible, there
is an anesthetic and not always honorable search for a justifying finding,
for a (re)construction of that pseudo-cognitive moment by which, allegedly,
Auschwitz was declared a self-evident prism and promoted to pan-illustrative
support of philosophical elaboration. Commentators reveal that the shock of
those undoubtedly shocking, for understandable reasons, contaminated the
theory, which has become a testimony of suffering worthy of respect, but
not what it aimed at: its explanation. Adorno thus becomes an object of piti-
ful sympathy, which is subject to paternalistic “understanding”, a justify-
ing gesture and “caring correction” as soon as the pedantic delegates of the
theory perceive him as an aspirant for the theoretical validity of his “confes-
sions”. Faith in the rationality of history and the emancipatory potential of
its theory are both defended by disempowering the challenge of “Auschwitz”
and by denouncing Adorno’s sinister reflection on it as a (subsequent) forced
fascination.”

Thus, a whole series of interpreters, even when they are not openly dealing
with psychological doubts, note Adorno’s “obsession” with Auschwitz and its
resultant promotion to the symbol of a world-historical turning point, elevat-
ed to the rank of a metaphysical fact. “In Auschwitz, Adorno did not see an
incident of humanity on the path of progress towards freedom, but a progress
turned into its own negation, which precisely as progress led to Auschwitz”,®
notes Gilinter Rohrmoser and concludes that from this upside-down view of
progress in history a renewed is the “fundamental gnostic belief that the ex-
isting reality is the devil’s and as such twisted”.”” Arnold Kuenzli detects
the same figure and explains that Adorno actually adopted Hegel’s notion of
historical totality, only that he turned the plus into a minus. By projecting
Auschwitz into the hub of history, he changes centuries of worship by de-
monizing historical movement: men and things assume satanic forms, while
progress towards hell continues unceasingly. The final verdict on this cel-
ebration of radical evil as the resurrection of the Weltgeist reads:

“Adorno’s Negative Dialectic is a theodicy with a negative sign — Satanology.””®
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The otherwise Adorno-friendly Martin Jay also confirms the same diabolical
character of Adorno’s theoretical construction.

“For him, Auschwitz had the function of a historical nodal point of the kind usually reserved for
messianic intervention in history. It was, of course, an inverted messianism, of the devil rather
than of God, which allowed him to speak of ‘after Auschwitz’ with almost the same ominous
pomposity as a Christian would speak of Hades.””

Michael Theunissen also found that Adorno’s thought moved towards a “trag-
ic theology” that implies an “apocalyptic eschatology”, the complete absence
of anything “positive” in the world.*® The Satanization of everything, of the
“Whole”, is just the opposite of the absence of a whole God. When one cannot
be God, let one be the devil. But, God or devil, the same theo-nostalgic story
is being told. That is, in short, also Lyotard’s objection to the “devil Adorno”
and his neo-Hegelian dialectic.

“Totality is missing = there is no god to reconcile = all reconciliation can only be represented in
its impossibility, parodied = it is a satanic work. You wasted your time replacing God with the
devil, the prefix super — with the old sub-terranean mole, you remain in the same theological
deployment. You pass from shamefaced nihilism to flaunted nihilism. Adorno’s work, just as
Mann’s and Schénberg’s, is marked by nostalgia. The devil is the nostalgia of God, impossible
god, therefore possible precisely as a god.”®!

Followers of critical theory will also find in Adorno’s “Auschwitz” a philoso-
pheme that unjustifiably pretends to become a crematorium of philosophical
thought and, precisely therefore, is perhaps the last relapse of those “mod-
ern”, metaphysical and/or theological speculative constructions of history.®
No longer finding any inspiration in the “magic of extremes” that Adorno be-
queathed to them, the generation of his students will persistently try to mollify
his withdrawal from discursive rationality, induced by the fear of the imperial-
ism of concepts, toward the “structure of life of non-violent communication”,
in which they believe there is still room to tell the truth. According to these
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authors, the truth related to “social reality” does not have to be moved to the
utopian regions of that completely-different-from-the-present-crippled-life,
but can only be realized precisely in that communication freed from coercion
that takes place in the space of everyday reality.®* This revision of Adorno,
therefore, seeks to liberate him from the last remnant of “messianism”, which
he allegedly brought to an end.?

Allegedly Adorno was overly harsh in denouncing instrumental reason: his
hypersensitivity to any hint of the logic of mastery narrowing the optics to
insensitivity to traces and existing forms of communicative rationality. For
such a deeply placed critique of the totalitarianism of identifying thought,
a critique according to which the Holocaust also appears as a scene of the
lawful liquidation of everything different, any reason other than a bad one
becomes unthinkable — “in that difficulty all the paradoxes and aporias of
Adorno’s philosophy are closed”.®® Given that in the general framework of
blindness, the compulsion of instrumental reason towards unity is reduced
to a mere condition of conceptual thinking, Adorno can think the opposition
to its systemic creations — the other of omnipresent objective reality — mes-
sianically, that is, only from the “perspective of negative theology”, still in the
“theological category of salvation”.%

Thus, critical theory after Adorno did not respond to his call for questioning
of its own discourse: it too had to see the extension of the “Auschwitz” meta-
phor to all of history as an understandable but still irrational departure from
the overly, and therefore wrongly, satanically rationalized world. It seems

certain, however, that Adorno’s “utopia”, although woven with soteriological
motives as limits of thought, was not religiously intoned. On the contrary:

“Not a single word spoken from on high, not even a theological one, can have its right un-
changed after Auschwitz.”¥’

“Liturgy” can no longer be performed from outside, by the mandate of a con-
secrated missionary from above. Still, one should not completely give up each
word, but rather change the position and tonality of this vom Hohen getintes
Wort in such a way that one never loses sight of the actual or intentional (un)
truth of its utterance. This means that in a world that has not left a single es-
chaton uncompromised, after all the fatal philosophical tendencies of societal
organization and amelioration, it willingly reduces itself to a “negative les-
son”, that the “guarantee of redemption lies in rejection of all insinuated or
implanted faith, and knowledge in denunciation of madness”.®

The uncomfortable hopelessness that interpreters find in Adorno’s “theology”
articulated in this way is a deliberate product of the self-awareness of thinking
that places responsibility in a particular moment of contemporaneity; think-
ing that must continue despite the obstruction that this moment prescribes
for it. The very situation of contemporary thought is, according to Adorno,
paradoxical: in order to think at all, it is necessary to think about changing the
world that thinking sees as unchangeable. Namely, in a totally managed world,
knowledge itself is situated between, on the one hand, the fundamental neces-
sity of “perspectives in which the world is moved, alienated, reveals its cracks
and fissures as it will once be stretched out as needy and offended in the light
of the Messiah” and, on the other, the complete impossibility of “a point of
view that escaped the violence of existence in the least”, lest it be “only pre-
pared by the same resentment and neediness that it intends to get away from”.%
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As for Lyotard, the first typical objection refers to the unfairness or not-quite-
fairness of his emphasis on Hegel’s “philosophical absolutism” and the com-
plementary advocacy for his less one-sided and elliptical, but more nuanced
reading. Moreover, according to these readers, Lyotard’s critique of moder-
nity, for which Hegel stands as an epitome and functions as a constitutive
Other,” is itself subject to condemnation for the universalist pretension and
unanimity against which it stands:

“Lyotard’s interpretation of Hegel is as absolutist as the rigid meta-physical system that he at-
tributes to Hegel.”!

It could be put differently: Lyotard, although criticizing all “grand narra-
tives”, is formulating a “grand narrative” of his own, a grand story about the
end of stories.”? “Lyotard’s critique of Hegelian theory is salutary insofar as
it questions Hegelian claims to absoluteness”, but “frames an absolutist inter-
pretation of Hegel that barely acknowledges alternative interpretative possi-
bilities”, in a forced effort to shape the contrast between a postmodern culture
of difference and the homogeneity of modernity.” In short,

“Lyotard in impugning the generality and systemic rationalism of Hegel’s philosophy addresses
neither its actual analysis of social practices nor its comprehension of their historical develop-
ment. [...] Hegel’s conception of modernity in its evocation of the dilemmas posed by the inter-
play between subjectivity and social contextual practices deals with issues that are insufficiently
addressed by Lyotard. Hegel’s sense of the complex burden and promise of modernity is ignored
in Lyotard’s highly generalized notion of modernity and its supersession.”*

Another remark, related to the previous and closer to the intermediate term
with which we wanted to emphasize Lyotard’s break with dialectics and mo-
dernity, is that Lyotard, as well as Adorno, uses the term “Auschwitz” syn-
ecdochally as the representation of the Holocaust in general, often simply
identifying the latter with gas chambers. The problem of representing the
Holocaust with the emblem “Auschwitz” can be taken as the larger problem
of an all-too-serious understanding of synecdoche — the part standing in for
the whole — which leaves other, equally important questions such as social
causes and consequences of mass extermination excluded from such study.*
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The objection continues, pointing out that the absolutization of “Auschwitz”
and similar concentration-camp figures prevents a comprehensive explana-
tion, including the historical, legal, and political conditions that led to the
camps.”

One could also say that Auschwitz is “still the greatest challenge for philoso-
phy and reason, rather than representing their end, as Lyotard most promi-
nently seems to imply”, and that it “signifies solely the end of a particular phil-
osophical approach, that of the substitution of all content through a method,
of discourse ethics and of concepts like post-modernity and constructivism”.?’
Such criticism, with a nod to the debt to the victims, advocates the survival
of “the good old” Hegelian dialectics — but somehow with a “new method”.*®
Thus, when Herberg-Rothe rejects Adorno’s negative dialectics as adequate
approach to the mind’s encounter with the suffering unspeakable, she says:

“There is no negative (Adorno) or positive dialectics, but only dialectics which mediates and
posits the positive and the negative on a higher level. Only a real dialectical method is able
to comprehend difference and unity, contrast and identity in dealing with speaking about the
unspeakable.””

Moreover, Herberg-Rothe seeks precisely to re-examine Adorno’s analysis with
the help of the Hegelian paradigm, albeit presented in a unique and/or very pe-
culiar way.!® She sees Lyotard’s insistence on the Difference, consequently, as
nothing other than Hegel’s “absolute difference”, an identity only different from
itself.!! For all that, she certainly observes and articulates the central problem
of post-Holocaust theory perfectly: the seemingly unbridgeable gap between
expressing the suffering in language and thinking, and thus every attempt to
bridge it either failing to adequately represent the uniqueness of the suffering or
remaining silent, refraining from sharing terrible experiences. Silence, however,
can be “both an expression of sympathy but, above all, also a form of conceal-
ment by which we leave the victims alone with their suffering”.!%

“Whereas Lyotard attempts, with a relative degree of success, to maintain his own interpretation
floating somewhere between the unspeakable and the implicit discourse about the unspeakable,
this performative contradiction comes to light in his assessment of Hegel’s position in an overt
and stark way, especially in the complete negation of Hegel — expressed quite clearly as the as-
sertion that ‘Auschwitz’ as a totalizing historical symbol represents the end of Hegel’s specula-
tive philosophy. Lyotard employs the unspeakable of the Auschwitz model in order to use this
unspeakable as a piece of evidence to substantiate his own discourse. There is a certain palpable
tragic aspect, if not a full-on tragedy, when Lyotard discursively instrumentalizes the infinite
suffering associated with Auschwitz as something unspeakable vis-a-vis Hegel, without even
remotely realizing this obvious self-contradiction.”'®

In responding to such typical objections, we would be remiss not to mention
that a public reception of the Holocaust was in fact the initial and constant
companion Lyotard’s deductions (if not only his). In his later writings,!** his
focus on antisemitism and the Holocaust continued to be a “critique of the
entire tradition of ‘Western’ thought and in particular of its discourses of
progress and emancipation”.!'® The futility of any political praxis of emanci-
pation, derived from the historical fate of the Jews, is, of course, “politically
troubling, if not dangerous”, but this does not automatically make it untrue.
After all, such an objection rests on a certain prereflexive “decisionism™

“Itis, of course, true that after the Holocaust, the praxis of emancipation is in need of question-
ing but not in a way that discounts what has been achieved. We should attend, as Lyotard has
done, to the traumas that the Holocaust has inflicted upon our understanding of the world, but
also to a determination not to turn a philosophy of trauma into a traumatised philosophy.”'°
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Back to the Question

Detlev Claussen takes a different tack that, although it leads to the oppo-
site outcome from Lyotard’s, nevertheless remains at least equally faithful to
Adorno’s intention: it seeks to neutralize both the postmodern treatment and
the arguments of the Frankfurters on the “Auschwitz” challenge. He points
to the necessity of returning to the immediate reaction of the first generation
of critical theory and the timeless importance of precisely those socio-theo-
retical findings that were suppressed by its later “academic historicization”
by Jiirgen Habermas and associates. Hence, Claussen would rather continue
the specific effort of enlightening the Enlightenment which in its dialectical
movement crashed into the “experience of Auschwitz”, than admit and think
anew the breakdown in the sovereign march of world history and speculative
theory such experience signals so dramatically.'"’

According to Claussen, only a revived “Enlightenment, aware of its limits
and not turning into cynicism” — Enlightenment that would have to “take to
heart the universal fear Auschwitz wrought upon the world” and “make sense
of the suffering”, and thus produce a “clear consciousness”, whose starting
point must remain still the unutterable National Socialist crime, the sight of a
“mountain of corpses” the Nazis were unable to remove — can provoke con-
sciousness to take steps to transgress itself:

“Thinking the unthinkable, uttering the unutterable, must never be a call to reject reason and
give in to feelings, which guilt only renders false, but to ultimately strenuously employ reason
to sustain thinking about what however unreasonable has become real in the form of unthink-
able horror.”!%

Otherwise, the present becomes filled with suppression and substitution,
while the unnamed to which Claussen gives new monikers — “repellent
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non-term Auschwitz”, “completed incoherence”, “experience of impotence
and senselessness” — will remain reified and appropriately ready-made “arti-
fact Holocaust”, that the Holocaust itself “transforms, thanks to mass-media
tricks, into a Success Story of survival”.!?”

Moreover, it is now up to “self-reflective enlightenment” to explore the gen-
esis of the contemporary “falsification of memory and loss of experience”.!!°
But it must take into account precisely the “consciousness experience” of
Auschwitz, which for Adorno became the starting point for the socio-critical
perception and the constitutive landmark of political action:

“Hitler imposed a new categorical imperative on people in their state of unfreedom: to arrange
their thinking and actions so that Auschwitz does not happen again, so that nothing similar
happens.”!!!

This new categorical imperative requires the acquisition of the historical con-
sciousness which can only be the result of “intellectual and emotional effort”,
an effort which, Claussen thinks, must fall into neither the heartless rational-
ization nor the psychologism of empathy. Adorno’s categorical imperative
vividly opposes both the demand for emancipation — seemingly paradoxically
— through the awareness of powerlessness in the face of disastrous event.
For, only the eye sharpened to see the “history of failed liberation” is worthy
of “remembering Auschwitz”.!"> Considering the horror that happened, the
thought of liberation seems almost presumptuous; yet, on the contrary, it is
kept awake by thinking of it. Thought, for the sake of both itself and its object,
must now — or, now more than ever — not run away from the contradictions
that constitute its approach.

“Only a thought that formulates a contradiction would be appropriate: emancipation from pow-
erlessness, without acting in the service of power. Against the confrontation with the contradic-
tion, however, is directed the stubborn need for an identity free from contradictions, which
releases the waves of sentimentality. The need for an identity without reflection unconsciously
mobilizes moments that establish identity; in Europe, anti-Semitism remains central.”'"?

With the problem of “affirmative postulate of identity”!'* we are inevitably
in Adorno’s register: the Holocaust is the ultimate scene of the totalitarian-
ism of the Same, of the always equal and identical to itself; Jews — as the
most prominent representatives of the other(s), different, non-identical — are
subject to liquidation, just like everything that does not fall under the dictates
of identification.!™ Identity is potentially always a totality, a whole without
anything outside itself, and genocide is then “the absolute integration”!'® — a
result of the will for total unity, the category that, “like the homeland, requires
total identity”.!"” Since it organizes itself into a complete system, whatever
the logic of identity touches — or even approaches — it inevitably leaves in
desolation:

“Throughout history, the idea of identity was deadly, it swallowed everything. That which does
not suffer anything outside of itself was understood as a whole. Even the slightest trace of the
other side of that identity was as unbearable as to the fascists some other existence in the last
corner of the world.”"'

Since the consequences of such an approach will exist as long as those con-
ditions that have already made them possible,'”® it seems that the question
that “traumatizes” the thematization of Auschwitz remains. Yet, it is not only
about the possibility of its repetition and, consequently, its prevention; rath-
er, whether past failures to understand or even name it do not imply halting
all authority over what is not subject to reasonable explanation? Or, on the
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contrary, would it not be “responsible” on the part of theory, and in particular
philosophical theory, to have a different, even directly opposite determina-
tion: to consistently self-expose, to autophagically present the insufficiency
and outright lie of speculative constructions, show also the conclusive un-
graspability and unprovability of the “real”? The Holocaust would thus be
one such “reality”, the overlooking or rejection of what, as subject, would
represent the abnegation of this task. If, however, that task remains in force,
it rather leads us again from Lyotard’s inspiring and seductive, if somewhat
tendentious and perhaps insufficiently far-reaching indication of the incom-
patibility of Auschwitz in discursive schemes, back to Adorno’s effort, which
he considered authentically philosophical: to bring the non-conceptual come
to expression. Deliberately using the Holocaust as warning and Auschwitz as
its image, he tasked thinking with the courage to not only “think clearly”, but
think against itself:

“If thought does not confront with that which ultimately evades the concept, it is doomed to be
no different to the musical accompaniment the SS used to drown out the cries of their victims.”!'?

Predrag Krstié

»Autoput do pakla« —
Auschwitz kao odrediSte moderne?

SazZetak

Prvi dio rada, suprotno Hegelovoj dijalektici, prikazuje glavna obiljezja Adornove negativne
dijalektike i njegovu tematizaciju Auschwitza kao »apsolutne negativnosti«. Drugi dio rada
posvecen je Lyotardovu preuzimanju i radikalizaciji negativne dijalektike sve do njezine
suspenzije, kao i njegovim zapazanjima o projektima (univerzalne) emancipacije za koje je
bio uvjeren da obiljezavaju modernost — i koji su doveli do Auschwitza. U sljedecem dijelu
osvréemo se na neka zapazanja upucéena Adornu u vezi s njegovom »fascinacijom« Auschwitzom
i navodnom nepravdom koju je Lyotard pocinio postmodernistickim raskidom s modernoscéu na
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toj osnovi. Zavrsni dio rada uglavnom je posvecen Claussenovu povratku Adornovom teorijskom
narativu o Auschwitzu i obrani njegove relevantnosti za danasnje vrijeme.

Kljuéne rijeci
Auschwitz, Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno, Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich
Hegel, Detlev Claussen, dijalektika, emancipacija, moderna, postmoderna

Predrag Krsti¢

sAutobahn zur Holle* —
Auschwitz als Zielort der Moderne

Zusammenfassung

Der erste Teil der Abhandlung, der im Widerspruch zu Hegels Dialektik steht, prdsentiert die
Hauptmerkmale von Adornos negativer Dialektik und seine Thematisierung von Auschwitz als
. absoluter Negativitit“. Der zweite Teil der Abhandlung behandelt Lyotards Ubernahme und
Radikalisierung der negativen Dialektik bis hin zu ihrer Aufhebung sowie seine Bemerkungen
zu Projekten (universeller) Emanzipation, die seiner Uberzeugung nach die Modernitit
charakterisieren —und zu Auschwitz fiihrten. In dem darauf folgenden Teil werfen wir einen Blick
auf einige an Adorno gerichtete Bemerkungen iiber seine ,, Faszination * fiir Auschwitz sowie das
angebliche Unrecht, das Lyotard auf dieser Grundlage durch seinen postmodernistischen Bruch
mit der Modernitdit begangen habe. Der abschlieffende Teil der Abhandlung ist vorwiegend der
Riickkehr Claussens zu adornoschem theoretischem Narrativ in Bezug auf Auschwitz sowie der
Apologie seiner Signifikanz fiir die Gegenwart gewidmet.
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Predrag Krstié

« I’ Autoroute de I’enfer » —
Auschwitz comme destination de la modernité

Résumé

La premiere partie de cet article, a rebours de la dialectique hégélienne, présente les traits
principaux de la dialectique négative d’Adorno ainsi que sa conceptualisation d’Auschwitz
en tant que « négativité absolue ». La deuxieme partie est consacrée a l’appropriation puis
a la radicalisation de cette dialectique négative par Lyotard, jusqu’a sa mise en suspens,
ainsi qu’a ses réflexions sur les projets d’émancipation universelle qu’il considérait comme
emblématiques de la modernité — et qu’il tenait pour responsables d’avoir conduit a Auschwitz.
La partie suivante examine certaines critiques adressées a Adorno, notamment sur sa supposée
« fascination » pour Auschwitz, ainsi que les reproches formulés a 1’égard de la rupture
postmoderne de Lyotard avec la modernité, fondée sur cette lecture. La derniere partie de
larticle est en grande partie dédiée au retour de Claussen a la lecture théorique adornienne
d’Auschwitz, et a la défense de sa pertinence dans le monde contemporain.

Mots-clés

Auschwitz, Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno, Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich
Hegel, Detlev Claussen, dialectique, émancipation, modernité, postmodernité

This article was realized with the support of the Ministry of Science,
Technological Development and Innovation of the Republic of Serbia, under
the Agreement on the Implementation and Financing of Scientific Research
Work 451-03-136/2025-03/ 200025.



