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METAPHYSICS'

the individual is expropriated. That in the concentration camps it was no longer
an individual who died, but a specimen - this is a fact bound to afÍect the dying
of those who escaped the administrative measure.
Genocide is the absolute integration. It is on its way wherever men are leveled
off -'polished off,' as the German military called it- until one exterminates them
literally, as deviations from the concept of their total nullity. Auschwitz confirmed-the philosopheme of pure identity as death. The most far out dictum from
Beckett's Ez d Game,that there really is not so much to be feared any more' reacts

1 Apr¡n Auscuvrtz
'Sle cannot say any more
that the immutable is truth, and that the mobile,
transitory is appearance. The mutual indifference of temporality and eternal
ideas is no longer tenable even with the bold Hegelian explanation that
temporal existence, by virtue of the destruclion inherent in its concept, serves
the eternal represented by the eternity of destruction. One of the mystical
impulses secularized in dialectics was the doctrine that the intramundane and
historic is relevant to what traditional metaphysics distinguished as transcendence - or at least, less gnostically and radically put, that it is relevant to the
position taken by human consciousness on the questions which the canon of
philosophy assigned to metaphysics. After Auschwitz, our feelings resist any
claim of the positivity of existence as sanctimonious, as wronging the victims;
they balk at squeezing any kind of sense, however bleached, out of the victims'
fate. And these feelings do have an objective side after events that make a
mockery of the construction of immanence as endowed with a meaning radiated
by an affirmatively posited transcendence.
Such a construction would affirm absolute negativity and would assist its
ideological survival - as in reality that negativity survives anyway, in the
principle of society as it exists until its self-destruction. The earthquake of
Lisbon sufficed to cure Voltaire of the theodicy of Leibniz, and the visible
disaster of the first nature was insignificant in comparison with the second,

life that is the direction of history. Even in his formal freedom, the individual is as

1.944 and his whole existence since has been imaginary) an emanation of the
insane wish of a man killed twenty years earlier.

Thinking men and artists have not infrequently described a sense of being not
'W.

From Theodor
Adorno (1973) 'Meditations on Metaphysics', in Negatiue Dialectics, trans. E.
B. Ashton. New York: Seabury Press.

quite there, of not playing along, a feeling as if they were not themselves at all,
úut a kind of specì"tor. Others often find this repulsive; it was the basis of
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Kierkegaard's polemic against what he called the esthetic sphere. A critique of
philosophical personalism indicates, however, that this attitude toward immediacy, this disavowal of every existential posture, has a moment of objective
truth that goes beyond the appearance ofthe self-preserving motive. '\íhat does
it really matter?' is a line we like to associate with bourgeois callousness, but it is
the line most likely to make the individual aware, without dread, of the
insignificance of his existence. The inhuman part of it, the ability to keep one's
distance as a spectator and to rise above things, is in the final analysis the human
part, the very part resisted by its ideologists.
It is not altogether implausible that the immortal part is the one that acts in
this fashion. The scene of Shaw on his way to the theater, showing a beggar his
identification with the hurried remark, 'Press,' hides a sense of that beneath the
cynicism. It would help to explain the fact that startled Schopenhauer: that
affections in the face of death, not only other people's but our own, are
frequently so feeble. People, of course, are spellbound without exception,
and none of them are capable of love, which is why everyone feels loved too
little. But the spectator's posture simultaneously expresses doubt that this could
be all - when the individual, so relevant to himself in his delusion, still.has
nothing but that poor and emotionally animal-like ephemerality.
Spellbound, the living have a choice between involuntary ataraxy - an
esthetic life due to weakness - and the bestiality of the involved. Both are
wrong ways of living. But some of both would be required for the right
dtísinuolture and sympathy. Once overcome, the culpable self-preservation
urge has been confirmed, confirmed precisely, perhaps, by the threat that has
come to be ceaselessly present. The only trouble with self-preservation is that
we cannot help suspecting the life to which it attaches us of turning into
something that makes us shudder: into a specter, a piece of the world of ghosts,
which our waking consciousness perceives to be nonexistent. The guilt of a life
which purely as a fact will strangle other life, according to statistics that eke out
an overwhelming number of killed with a minimal number of rescued, as if this
were provided in the theory of probabilities - this guilt is irreconcilable with
living. And the guilt does not cease to reproduce itself, because not for an instant
can it be made fully, presently conscious.
This, nothing else, is what compels us to philosophize. And in philosophy we
experience a shock: the deeper, the more vigorous its penetration, the greater
our suspicion that philosophy removes us from things as they are - that an
unveiling of the essence might enable the most superficial and trivial views to
prevail over the views that aim at the essence. This throws a glaring light on
truth itself. In speculation we feel a certain duty to grant the position of a
corrective to common sense, the opponent of speculation. Life feeds the horror
of a premonition: what must come to be known may resemble the down-toearth more than it resembles the sublime; it might be that this premonition will
be confirmed even beyond the pedestrian realm, although the happiness of
thought, the promise of its truth, lies in sublimity alone.
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the pedestrian had the last word, if it were the truth, truth would be
degraded. The trivial consciousness, as it is theoretically expressed in positivism

If

and unreflected nominalism, may be closer than the sublime consciousness to an
adaequatio rei atque cogitationis; its sneering mockery of truth may be truer
than a superior consciousness, unless the formation of a truth concept other
than that of adaequatio should succeed. The innervation that metaphysics
might win only by discarding itself applies to such other truth, and it is not
'Sle
can trace the
the last among the motivations for the passage to materialism.
rescue
induction;
Kafka's
Marx
to
Benjamin's
of
leaning to it from the Hegelian
work may be the apotheosis of the trend. If negative dialectics calls for the selfreflection of thinking, the tangible implication is that if thinking is to be true - if
it is to be true today, in any case - it must also be a thinking against itself. If
thought is not measured by the extremity that eludes the concept, it is from the
outset in the nature of the musical accompaniment with which the SS liked to
drown out the screams of its victims.
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A new categorical imperative has been imposed by Hitler upon unfree mankind:
to arrange their thoughts and actions so that Auschwitz will not repeat itself, so
'lfhen we want to find reasons for it, this
that nothing similar will happen.
imperative is as refractory as the given one of Kant was once upon a time.
Dealing discursively with it would be an outrage, for the new imperative gives
us a bodily sensation of the moral addendum - bodily, because it is now the
practical abhorrence of the unbearable physical agony to which individuals are
exposed even with individuality about to vanish as a form of mental reflection.
It is in the unvarnished materialistic motive only that morality survives.
The course of history forces materialism upon metaphysics, traditionally the

direct antithesis of materialism. What the mind once boasted of defining or
construing as its like moves in the direction of what is unlike the mind, in the
direction of that which eludes the rule of the mind and yet manifests that rule as
absolute evil. The somatic, unmeaningful stratum of life is the stage of suffering,
of the suffering which in the camps, without any consolation, burned every
soothing feature out of the mind, and out of culture, the mind's objectification.
The point of no return has been reached in the process which irresistibly forced
metaphysics to join what it was once conceived against. Not since the youthful
Hegel has philosophy - unless selling out for authorized cerebration - been able
to repress how very much it slipped into material questions of existence.
Children sense some of this in the fascination that issues from the flayer's
zone, from carcasses, from the repulsively sweet odor of putrefaction, and from
the opprobrious terms used for that zone. The unconscious power of that realm
may be as great as that of infantile sexuality; the two intermingle in the anal
fixation, but they are scarcely the same. An unconscious knowledge whispers to
the child what is repressed by civilized education; this is what matters, says the
whispering voice. And the wretched physical existence strikes a spark in the
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supreme interest that is scarcely less repressed; it kindles a '!íhat is that?' and
''lJühere is it going?' The man who managed to recall what used to strike him in
the words 'dung hill' and 'pig sty' might be closer to absolute knowledge than
Hegel's chapter in which readers are promised such knowledge only to have it
withheld with a superior mien. The integration of physical death into culture
should be rescinded in theory - not, however, for the sake of an ontologically
pure being named Death, but for the sake of that which the stench of cadavers
expresses and we are fooled about by their transfiguration into 'remains.'
A child, fond of an innkeeper named Adam, watched him club the rats
pouring out of holes in the courtyard; it was in his image that the child made its
own image of the first man. That this has been forgotten, that we no longer
know what we used to feel before the dogcatcher's van, is both the triumph of
culture and its failure. Culture, which keeps emulating the old Adam, cannot
bear to be reminded of that zone, and precisely this is not to be reconciled with

the conception that culture has of itself. It abhors stench because it stinks because, as Brecht put it in a magnificent line, its mansion is built of dogshit.
Years after that line was written, Auschwitz demonstrated irrefutably that
culture has failed.
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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. All post-Auschwitz culture, including its urgent critique, is garbage. In
restoring itself after the things that happened without resistance in its own
countryside, culture has turned entirely into the ideology it had been potentially
- had been ever since it presumed, in opposition to material existence, to inspire
that existence with the light denied it by the separation of the mind from manual
labor. rX/hoever pleads for the maintenance of this radically culpable and
shabby culture becomes its accomplice, while the man who says no to culture
is directly furthering the barbarism which our culture showed itself to be.
Not even silence gets us out of the circle. In silence we simply use the state of
objective truth to rationalize our subjective incapacity, once more degrading
truth into a lie. \ùíhen countries of the East, for all their drivel to the contrary,
abolished culture or transformed it into rubbish as a mere means of control, the
culture that moans about it is getting what it deserves, and what on its part, in
the name of people's democratic right to their own likeness, it is zealously
heading for. The only difference is that when the apparatchiks over there
acclaim their administrative barbarism as culture and guard its mischief as
an inalienable heritage, they convict its reality, the infrastructure, of being as
barbarian as the superstructure they are dismantling by taking it under their
management. In the'!íest, at least, one is allowed to say so.
The theology of the crisis registered the fact it was abstractly and therefore idly

rebelling against: that metaphysics has merged with culture. The aureole of
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culture, the principle that the mind is absolute, was the same which tirelessly
violated what it was pretending to express. After Auschwitz there is no word
tinged from on high, not even a theological one, that has any right unless it
underwent a transformation. The judgment passed on the ideas long before, by
Nietzsche, was carried out on the victims, reiterating the challenge of the
traditional words and the test whether God would permit this without intervening in his wrath.
A man whose admirable strength enabled him to survive Auschwitz and other
camps said in an outburst against Beckett that if Beckett had been in Auschwitz
he would be writing differently, more positively, with the front-line creed of the
escapee. The escapee is right in a fashion other than he thinks. Beckett, and
whoever else remained in control of himself, would have been broken in
Auschwitz and probably forced to confess that front-line creed which the
escapee clothed in the words 'Trying to give men courage' - as if this were
up to any structure of the mind; as if the intent to address men, to adjust to them,
did not rob them of what is their due even if they believe the contrary. That is
what we have come to in metaphysics.

