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Abstract 
 
Ever since the West German student movement came into conflict with T. W. Adorno 
in the 1960s, the question of whether his theory and praxis were in some sort of 
problematic relationship has not gone away. In this chapter, the author partially 
defends Adorno’s views on theory and (political) praxis, focusing particularly on the 
1960s. It is a defense because the author will suggest that, in significant respects, 
Adorno’s theory and practice were not in contradiction with each other but cohered 
well. 
 
Moreover, the author will suggest that we can learn from his stance how to think 
about and engage in politics—specifically from his contextualism and his emphasis 
on immersion in a local context. It is, however, merely a partial defense. The author 
identifies some tensions between Adorno’s theory and practical stance that have 
gone unnoticed so far, contrasting his stance to that of Marcuse, notably in relation to 
paying sufficient attention to interrelations between local contexts and the lack of an 
account of a global subject of change. 
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Adornoʼs Contested Political Stance

One of the puzzling aspects of Adorno’s life and work is his stance in the 1960s vis-à-vis the student

movement, culminating as it did in the fateful events and months of 1969, which begun with Adorno calling

the police to clear (what he perceived as) the occupation of the Institute for Social Research by students;

then unfolded with his seminars, subsequently, being disrupted by student activists and then canceled by

him, and, �nally, ended with his su�ering an untimely death in the Swiss mountains. Adorno had initially

inspired much of Germany’s 1960s student movement, but he came increasingly into con�ict with this

movement about the practical implications of his critical theory. As early as 1964, student activists

lamented what they saw as an unbearable discrepancy between his analysis and his actions.  As one of his

PhD students later expressed it,

1

Adorno was incapable of transforming his private compassion towards the “damned of the earth”

into an organized partisanship of theory engaged in the liberation of the oppressed. … his critical

option that any philosophy if it is to be true must be immanently oriented towards practical

transformation of social reality, loses its binding force if it is not also capable of de�ning itself in

organizational categories. … Detachment … drove Adorno … into complicity with the ruling powers.

… As he moved more and more away from historical praxis, Adorno’s critical theory fell back into

traditional forms of contemplation which could hardly be justi�ed.2

Similarly, a group of socialist students distributed lea�ets in December 1968 that accused Adorno of being

“critical in theory, conformist in practice.”  Others joined the students in accusing Adorno of a quietism

that is politically objectionable and in contradiction to his own theory—including his friend and colleague

Marcuse.
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The existing scholarly literature on Adorno tends to emphasize that he had been anything but inactive as a

public �gure in the postwar years.  Much is made of the enormous presence Adorno had on the radio and TV,

trying to shape a more democratic Germany, including jolting it into starting to work through its Nazi past

and keeping a vigilant eye on any re-emergence of fascist tendencies, whether in personality structures or

in overt neo-Nazi parties.  Similarly, beyond such contributions to the wider public sphere, commentators

also emphasize that Adorno actually supported and partook in political events, such as in taking a public

stance against the proposed new state-of-emergency legislation in 1968.
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Still, the question of whether Adorno’s theory and praxis were in some sort of problematic relationship has

not gone away.  The following will o�er a partial defense of Adorno’s views on theory and (political) praxis,

focusing particularly on the 1960s. It is a defense because, in signi�cant respects, Adorno’s theory and

practice were not in contradiction with each other but cohered well. Moreover, we can learn from his stance

how to think about and engage in politics, notably his contextualism. It is, however, merely a partial

defense. Adorno seriously misjudged the situation on that fateful January 31, 1969, when he called the police

to clear students from the premises of the Institute for Social Research. More importantly, there are

tensions between Adorno’s theory and practical stance that have gone unnoticed so far and that are

connected to other mis�red judgments on his part.
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Adornoʼs Contextualism

Adorno is a contextualist about politics: following Marx and Lenin, he thinks that what we should do

depends fundamentally on “a concrete analysis of the concrete situation” (to use Lenin’s phrase).  Or to

speak with Marx (in a passage that Adorno quoted approvingly in a 1960 text), “What is to be done, and

done immediately, at any given, particular moment in the future, depends, of course, wholly and entirely on

the actual historical circumstances in which action is to be taken.”  This passage might seem to be merely

stating the obvious—who would want to deny that what is to be done depends on the context (the

“historical circumstances”) one �nds oneself in? As a matter of fact, there are those who would want to

deny this. Most clearly this can be seen when we consider that some are what we might call absolutists—they

think that there are certain absolute moral precepts (typically these precepts are prohibitions) that one

should never violate. Thus, to take a well-known example, Kant does not think that whether or not one is

permitted to lie to another person depends “wholly and entirely” on the circumstances in which action is to

be taken—the prohibition against lying holds absolutely, independent of context and circumstances.  And

even leaving aside absolutists, the passage from Marx is unlikely to �nd universal acceptance, despite its

appearance of being a commonplace, for a number of theorists would object that what we ought to do

depends on the circumstances but not “wholly and entirely”—what we ought to do also depends on

(purportedly) context-independent principles. Indeed, for these theorists, what is to be done should mainly

depend on such principles, and it is merely the application of them that depends then on the circumstances.

Think, for example, of the Rawlsian approach to political philosophy that has been so dominant since the

1970s: here there are meant to be fundamental principles of justice for a well-ordered society, and they then

either apply directly or indirectly, whereby circumstances determine which of the two it is: if our historical

circumstances are those of a well-ordered society, they apply directly; if we are less lucky and do not live in

a well-ordered society, they provide the normative orientation for the derivative principles that should

govern those circumstances.
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Adorno, in contrast to these thinkers, is a contextualist in that he—at least for the most part —rejects

absolutism. He also rejects the idea that we can develop context-independent principles, which we then,

depending on the context we are in, simply apply in di�erent ways.  What is to be done is, for Adorno,

mainly a question about what historical situation we are in.
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Notably, an essential question for Adorno—again following Marx and Lenin—is whether we are in a

revolutionary situation or not. Adorno’s judgment, for better or for worse, was that 1960s West Germany did

not present a revolutionary situation,  despite the (persisting) structural contradictions of it (and other

“late capitalist” societies). The proletariat had been materially and ideologically integrated into the

capitalist system.  Mass media and culture (the “culture industry”) are socially integrative forces—they

distract people from their own real concerns, mold their desires and wishes (including via advertisement),

and provide ample room for the projection of their dreams and fears (see, most notably, the culture industry

chapter in the Dialectic of Enlightenment).  And the repression in the Soviet Bloc had led to a disillusionment

with and rejection of communist ideas.  Even the formal freedoms available in Western liberal-democratic

states were constantly in danger, especially in West Germany where the liberal-democratic system had been

imposed from the outside, where it was hard to tell how much democratic ideas had actually been

internalized by the population, and where various Nazi �gures were still allowed to play a role with

impunity.  Like Marx in the aftermath of the failed revolution of 1848, Adorno’s judgment was that the

1950s and 1960s in West Germany were a context for (1) capacity-building actions (notably maintaining and

expanding critical attitudes among the population through the education and public broadcast system) and

(2) defensive action, such as protesting the state of emergency legislation accepted by the German

Bundestag in 1968, where it had been exactly such measures that contributed to the downfall of the Weimar

Republic just 30 years earlier.  Crucially—and again not unlike Marx in the aftermath of the failure of the
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1848 revolution—the emphasis was on theorizing as praxis, not least because the failure to change the

world in the right way during the revolutionary situation of the 1910s to 1930s was in part due—according to

Adorno—to inadequacies of the theory, to problems in how the world had been interpreted.20

To substantiate these interpretative claims, we only need to look at the beginning of Negative Dialectics

(1966):

Philosophy, which once seemed obsolete, keeps itself alive because the moment of its realisation

was missed. The summary judgement that it had merely interpreted the world, that resignation in

the face of reality had crippled it in itself, becomes a defeatism of reason after the transformation

of the world miscarried… . Perhaps the interpretation which promised the transition did not

su�ce.21

Adorno’s claim that the moment of the realization of philosophy was “missed” suggests that Adorno

thought there had been a window of opportunity for a revolution —presumably, he is thinking here of the

period from the First World War to fascism’s taking power in Italy, Germany, and Spain and the show trials

in Moscow. During this period, class con�ict was often openly fought, with a number of failed revolutionary

attempts in Germany and elsewhere, while the Soviet Union was struggling to survive and establish a

socialist society. The factors which explain the failure of the revolution in Germany and elsewhere are

manifold—ranging from open repression to subtler hindrances—and I cannot do justice to them here. The

crucial point is that the missed opportunity had world-historical signi�cance for Adorno.
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One of the most damaging disappointments of these tragic times was the repressive nature of the Soviet

Union. The Moscow show trials of 1936 are a turning point for Adorno and Horkheimer, and after these

trials, they refused to support the regime or, even, place any hope in its future. These trials brought down

the �nal curtain on freedom of expression and the possibility of critique and revealed this supposedly

socialist society as the bureaucratic dictatorship that it had become. Turning Marxist theory into dogma and

suppressing (critical) thinking were—at least in Adorno’s view—important factors for why the

transformation of the world failed,  both in the Soviet Union and later in other nominally socialist regimes.23

This necessitated renewed re�ection, as Adorno says in the above quoted passage: “Philosophy, which once

seemed outmoded, remains alive because the moment of its realization was missed.”  If the transformation

of the world has failed, then this does not leave una�ected the theory that said we should transform, not

merely interpret, the world.  Critical scrutiny of Marxist theory and its wider philosophical background is

required.  Adorno puts it typically tentatively in Negative Dialectics (“Perhaps the interpretation which

promised the transition did not su�ce” ), but, I submit, he actually held it to be true.
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Speci�cally, one of the important elements that have been missing for revolutionary praxis to become

possible again is a renewed analysis of the situation and its constraints.  Prior to having this analysis,

revolutionary praxis or attempts to resurrect it are doomed. One important aspect here is the issue of

�nding forms of organization and, more generally, praxis that are not repressive.  Crucial for this is to

analyze those forms of supposedly emancipatory praxis that back�red, sometimes terribly—such as the

nominally socialist regimes.
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Before exploring this more, it is worth pausing and commenting brie�y on the advantages of (Adorno’s)

contextualism. This approach avoids the abstract theorizing that non-contextualist approaches tend to

engage in. This is an advantage because abstract theorizing comes with signi�cant risks, of which I brie�y

note three: (a) mistaken purity, insofar as the real entanglement of the abstract theorizing with the actual

sociohistorical context of theorizing is insu�ciently re�ected upon; (b) empty formalism, in that what

remains after abstracting from context is, arguably, insu�cient to be action-guiding or explanatorily

signi�cant; and (c) wishful thinking, whereby the goals and means devised in abstract (normative)



theorizing are too unmoored from the actual context. Moreover, Adorno’s contextualism avoids disciplinary

silos—such as a stark separation between normative theorizing in philosophy and historical or social

analysis—since the “concrete analysis of the concrete situation” will require an interdisciplinary approach

from the o�. Ideology critique—a major political contribution theorizing can make on Adorno’s view of it—

requires such an approach, for ideology—as understood by Adorno—is not just an accidental feature of the

social world but arises from its social structures and practices and consists not in a simple falsehood but in

truths the one-sidedness or partial nature of which we cannot comprehend without attending to their

context.

In addition, contextualism has the advantage of cohering with essential insights in (Wittgensteinian)

philosophy of language and (Hegelian) social theory.  In particular, contextualism tends to come—and, in

Adorno’s case, does come—with holism, whereby we cannot separate the meaning of, say, “inclusivity”

from the context of use or the satisfaction of hunger from the ensemble of social practices in which it takes

place. This avoids the kind of atomism, whereby ideas or values or practices are treated in isolation from the

whole of which they form part, such that, for example, it is overlooked how their meaning changes once

divorced from the relations in which they stand in this whole and how they cannot be simply substituted by

something else without changes to that whole. To take an example from Marx, it might appear undoubtably

true that human beings always need to satisfy their hunger and true in a sense that has deeper normative or

explanatory signi�cance. Yet, once we realize that satisfying hunger typically with bare hands is

fundamentally di�erent from satisfying it typically with some sort of utensils (knife and fork or

chopsticks), we have to jettison claims to such wider signi�cance for such claims (and, at most, talk about

them in terms of their being explanatorily inert truisms). We cannot simply add knives and forks to cave-

dwelling prehistoric societies, for they depend on a whole assemblage of practices (and associated

innovations); and despite certain advantages they might bring (say in hygiene), the overall, all-things-

considered advantage might be harder or even impossible to judge (e.g., what if there is a direct, albeit

complicated, line from introducing the metal industry to the climate emergency?).
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Furthermore, Adorno’s contextualism has the advantage that his theory can be adapted to changing

circumstances—indeed, being con�gured so as to seek to detect such changes. This is something that is not

appreciated su�ciently about Adorno’s work, which is often treated as (too) static in his social or cultural

analysis.  For example, it is still often overlooked how Adorno’s view of the culture industry changed as

time unfolded and di�erent forms of producing TV and �lm as well as di�erent forms of interacting with

them emerged, meaning that even non-autonomous, mass art could be critical.
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Adornoʼs Localism

Here we are faced with another puzzling aspect of Adorno’s work (and life): although his own theory calls

for it, he did not produce a detailed analysis of the Soviet Union and its satellite regimes and of how and why

they embarked on the wrong path. Perhaps Adorno thought that others, like Pollock and Horkheimer in the

1940s and Marcuse in the late 1950s, had already provided the critical analysis of these regimes and their

emergence and development.

Still, perhaps something else is going on—something that has a wider signi�cance, including for the

question of what Adorno can contribute to navigating our contemporary challenges of a globalized world. I

wonder whether at least part of the reason why Adorno did not engage in detail with the Soviet Union is that

he is not just a contextualist in the sense already noted but also a certain kind of localist. By this I do not

mean that he supported making democratic decisions as local as possible—there is no evidence I am aware

of that he either endorsed or rejected localism of this sort. Instead, what I mean by “localism” is something



else—that is, the view that we have to be immersed in a particular context in order to criticize it

meaningfully.34

More would need to be said to unpack this, but the driving thought here again is about avoiding abstract

thinking and the (risks of) disadvantages that come with it that I enumerated above. In particular, the

meaningfulness of criticism arising from local immersion has a number of dimensions that abstract

thinking will lack: the local immersion provides a deeper kind of understanding and thereby higher

epistemic standing; it is required to unpick the ideological claims of the context which, for the most part,

can only be recognized through the immersion since these claims, as noted, do not tend to consist in simple

falsehoods but subtle shifts of agenda or various forms of being one-sided or de�ecting while saying

something true; and it means that the critic has, as the saying goes, “skin in the game,” rather than

engaging in the easy moralism of someone not endangered or directly implicated by the actions (or

inactions) they take.

What I call Adorno’s localism relates to the wider research tradition he is part of. Notably, it is constitutive

of critical theory that it is dependent on historical and cultural experiences, but Adorno takes this perhaps

furthest. For Adorno, it is only by way of being immersed in a language, culture, and history of a particular

society that one can meaningfully criticize it—only such immersion enables the kind of studies that both

focused on something speci�c (such as what a particular name or term invoked in a native speaker or the

peculiarities of Hegel’s Swabian dialect) and unlocked something about the wider context of which the

speci�c was a part.

It is for this reason that Adorno found exile particularly challenging—not just because going into exile is

almost always going to be a di�cult experience but also because his work speci�cally relied on immersion

in a rich local context and was not something that could be just transposed easily to a di�erent local context.

This is not to say that he had nothing to say about the local context he then experienced in his US exile. He

clearly did, and, in fact, here too we �nd the micrological studies of something speci�c (like doorknobs) that

had wider signi�cance. Still, even in these studies, we encounter a kind of localism—an immersion in the

experience of the displaced person’s encounter with a new local context and a close attention to what is

jarring for such a person in that context. It might be that this particular sideways-on view of American

culture might have also something to say to those who grew up in it and might not notice certain

peculiarities of their taken-for-granted social world, but �rst and foremost, it was telling about the

experiences of a European intellectual thrown involuntarily into the New World.

I would, thus, like to suggest that Adorno did not analyze the Soviet context despite his own theory calling

for this not merely because others in his circle (like Marcuse) might have done the job already or because he

concentrated on the more general background story about the emergence of a truncated rationality in

modernity or because he could not draw on or conduct in the Soviet Union the kind of sociological work he

and others associated with the Institute for Social Research—qualitative research and surveys of workers or

the general population—used as part of their social analysis and diagnosis of social ills. Rather, there is also

something about the very way he operated in his theorizing and contributions to the public sphere—his

immersion in and internally working through a local context—that prevented him from writing anything

detailed about this topic.

It is di�cult to evidence this. There are no explicit programmatic proclamations in favor of localism I could

cite, albeit explicit programmatic proclamations are anyway largely missing form his work. Interpretation

becomes perhaps particularly speculative when one searches for explanations why something is not present

in an author’s work (or not as much as one would expect). Still, perhaps one way to strengthen the

suggestion I made is to consider how little Adorno wrote on other contexts than the one he inhabited at the

time of writing. This is itself indicative of the localism I am ascribing to him.



It is striking to consider how little Adorno comments on signi�cant international political events in his

Gesammelte Schriften and posthumously published texts, despite the fact that these works are not just

philosophical treatises but include sociological works, radio broadcasts, interviews, newspaper articles,

lectures, and more. For example, major events and developments, such as the foundation of Israel and the

con�icts in the Middle East (notably the 1956 Suez Crisis), the Korean War, the Cuban Revolution and the

1962 missile crisis, and most decolonization struggles, do not even get a mention.  Even the emerging

European links of West Germany in the postwar years—like the European Steel and Coal Community (1951)

and subsequent European Economic Community (1957)—go uncommented. There are merely �eeting

references to the repressions of the more progressive socialist developments in Hungary in 1956 and

Czechoslovakia in 1968  and to Vietnam.
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Indeed, it is also indicative that when Adorno does comment on events outside of his local context, either he

hesitates to make claims or his otherwise astute judgment seems to mis�re and go astray. To bring this out,

it helps to juxtapose two sets of near contemporaneous comments: those he makes on the political

situations in Greece and Vietnam, respectively.

In one late interview in 1969, Adorno is pressed by the interviewer on whether he would condone violence in

responding to some regimes, such as the Greek military junta (established there in 1967). He answers in

characteristically contextualist fashion: “It goes without saying that in Greece I would approve of any kind

of action. The situation that prevails there is totally di�erent [from the one in West Germany].” He

immediately adds, in a way that highlights his hesitancy to speak about a di�erent context, “But for

someone who is ensconced in safety to advise others to start a revolution is so ridiculous that one ought to

be ashamed of oneself.”  These statements are compatible with his contextualism (which would exclude an

absolutist prohibition on using violence in resisting domination) and his localism (which would recommend

not to advise about which actions to take if one is not immersed in the local context and has no skin in it).
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Tensions, however, emerge when we consider what Adorno says about Vietnam in a written exchange he has

with Marcuse in the same year (1969). Here it is not only that Adorno makes pronouncements beyond his

local context in a way that suggests a mis�red judgment but that what he writes seems in tension with his

contextualism and localism.

Let me reconstruct brie�y the written exchange. What emerges from it is that Marcuse was also a

contextualist and in agreement with Adorno that the 1960s were not a revolutionary situation, in fact not

even a pre-revolutionary one.  Still, Marcuse—partly because of the war waged in Vietnam—thought that

it was far from certain that the West-dominated global status quo was better than anything else that could

take its place.  Marcuse candidly asks whether this status quo really is the lesser evil for the majority of

people, when one considers the plight of those who live in Vietnam or in the ghettos of South America.

Adorno answers that it would be “ideological” (of Marcuse and, presumably, others who take a similar line)

to deplore only the violence and repression of the South Vietnamese and US forces but not the means

employed by the Vietcong (notably their use of torture).  There seems also to be a hint of suggesting that it

is not su�cient to mention only the US involvement, without also mentioning the meddling of the other

side in the Cold War (in this case, China). Against this, Marcuse insists on a clear moral distinction between

violence used in �ghting aggression and that employed by the aggressor and in repression.  He suggests

that Adorno might be—problematically—equating the two in moral terms and, in doing so, providing—

however inadvertently—a justi�cation and apology for the aggressor.
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It is here that we get to the tensions. Adorno clearly accepts the validity of the distinction Marcuse draws for

some contexts—most obviously for the context of �ghting fascist regimes (recall the passage about the

Greek military junta above). And yet he seems to reject making a distinction between initiating aggression

and �ghting back against it in the Vietnam context.  This looks inconsistent. And as much as we might

want to emphasize that no one is living rightly in the wrong world and that resisting aggressors can involve
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committing what we would normally class as evil acts, the complete �attening out of the moral landscape

seems to lack the nuance that Adorno’s contextualism and localism typically contain. Unless Adorno is,

implicitly, committing himself to a kind of absolutist prohibition against torture, it is unclear what is going

on here; and even if he does adopt such a prohibition, it seems to be in tension with his contextualism

(recall, speci�cally, the comment he makes about the context of �ghting the dictatorship in Greece, for

which he says he “would approve of any kind of action” ). Moreover, Marcuse’s worry about providing—

however inadvertently—a justi�cation and apology for the aggressor also chimes better with Adorno’s

localism then the position the latter takes. They inhabited a local context—the United States and West

Germany—where there still was at the time (1969) mainstream support for the intervention in Vietnam and

no chance of a Chinese takeover (with no troops amassing to cross the Rhine to invade Germany or the

Paci�c Ocean to invade the United States). In this local context, being more critical of the US involvement

and methods (notably, the widespread use of napalm bombing) might be the issue to press and focus on,

rather than a blanket condemnation of both sides. Sometimes, like arguably here, insistence on being

comprehensive is a way to obscure the power imbalances and the lopsided nature of a situation and the

signi�cant di�erences between the actors. Things would be di�erent if Adorno or Marcuse were in China or

in North Vietnam or if a Chinese takeover of their social context was imminent. Finally, one cannot help but

feel that Marcuse is also right that Adorno largely neglected the plight of those who are at the peripheries of

the Western-dominated status quo, how this plight was, at least in part, the consequence of how the West

maintained its high standard of living  and how the countries of the West were (formally) democratic at

home but far from respectful of democracy and individual rights abroad.
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These (mis�red) judgments are in tension with Adorno’s contextualism—his emphasis on the concrete

analysis of the concrete situation. Indeed, one might think that despite the undeniable advantages of

localism—notably the avoidance of abstract theorizing and cross-context moralism—it also contains a

danger to mislead us: while overlooking how local contexts are interconnected is not necessarily an upshot of

localism, this approach always contains such a result as a risk. In Adorno’s case, this risk seems to have

come to pass. Speci�cally, Adorno’s localism seems to have led him to downplay the interrelation between

what happened in the Western liberal core of the global north (notably in the United States) and what

happened in the peripheries (such as Vietnam).

A di�erent line of critique is to argue that Adorno was wrong even about his local context, and it is here

where the dispute with the German student movement in the 1960s comes back in. One dimension of this

dispute concerned whether West Germany in the late 1960s had reached the point where di�erent forms of

resistance to the state and capitalist apparatus—including potentially the use of violence—were called for.

Adorno’s diagnosis was that there was no revolutionary situation in West Germany at the time, but he also

was clearly of the view that too much escalation by the protest movements would make things worse in

terms of having the unintended consequence of threating democracy even more than it already was and

would lead to a vicious cycle of violence. Thus, even bracketing the dispute about whether there was a

revolutionary situation, there was a separate dispute about how to respond to the threat of a fascist revival

that both Adorno and the student movement were concerned about.

The student movement—especially the radical left in the Sozialistischer Studentenbund (SDS; Socialist

Student League)—had by the late 1960s adopted a di�erent perspective from Adorno’s. This was partly in

response to the concrete situation. As Kundnani rightly notes, “The shooting of Benno Ohnesorg by a police

o�cer at a protest against the visit by the Shah of Iran in West Berlin on June 2, 1967—which the SDS said

showed there was now ‘an undeclared state of emergency’ in West Germany—transformed the student

movement.”  Less than a year later, one of the signi�cant �gures in the SDS, Rudi Dutschke, was shot by a

neo-Nazi sympathizer. (Dutschke survived but sustained severe injuries, which would mean an early death

in 1979.) The students felt assaulted by both state and the media, which had—in their view—fueled an

atmosphere where legitimate protesters were vili�ed and violence against them incited. They judged that
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the situation in West Germany had become so problematic that more than traditional forms of protest were

called for, even some forms of organized counterviolence. In particular, they were concerned that the

country had entered a kind of proto-fascist stage and that the lesson of the early 1930s was that now was the

time to intervene. As one of their sympathizers—Horst Mahler—put it,

After 1945, people often asked what kind of accusations we could make of our parents’ generation.

Was it right to hold it against them that they did not resist the fascist dictatorship? Very quickly

they raised the objection that it was a dictatorship of absolute terror in which control was all

encompassing, and no one could be expected to commit suicide. But perhaps we can hold it against

them that they did not resist at a time when resistance was still possible and had a point.48

In principle, Adorno’s contextualism should allow for such a conclusion, but Adorno saw things di�erently.

While he was very worried about a fascist revival and appalled by the killing of Ohnesorg, he disagreed that

1960s West Germany was a (proto-)fascist state and thought that the use of counterviolence would not help

in that local context and, if anything, would make a fascist revival more likely to happen, not less so.

Hindsight was broadly on Adorno’s side of the argument. A fascist regime in West Germany was not really in

the cards at the time, so there was no real need to take special measures to prevent fascism from taking

power. When some resorted to special measures, there was an escalating cycle of violence for some years to

come: after Adorno’s death, West Germany experienced a hot decade of violent engagement between a small

fringe of radicals that turned to violence (the so-called Rote Armee Fraktion [Red Army Faction]), on the

one hand, and the state apparatus, on the other). This included in the so-called Deutscher Herbst (German

Autumn) of 1977, a particularly traumatic set of events for the young republic. The net e�ect was that the

powers and capacities of the security apparatus grew, and the idea of a radical alternative became more

discredited.

Adornoʼs (Lack of a) Global Subject

There is one more tension that I would like to �ag up in relation to Adorno and politics. When it comes to the

social change that Adorno thinks would be required to overcome our wrong social world, he explicitly

endorses that we would need a collective agent of a particularly encompassing kind: “a self-conscious

global subject.”  Yet, for the most part, he seems to address only individuals, and he does not o�er an

account of how such a collective agent could emerge.
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In part, Adorno in this radicalizes the move away from the proletariat as revolutionary subject that

Horkheimer already performed in the seminal 1937 text “Traditional and Critical Theory.” There,

Horkheimer expresses that ideology can a�ect anyone  and implies that the proletariat has no particular

epistemic privilege in the struggle for emancipation. He speaks of how truth has taken refuge in small

groups of individuals, themselves decimated by state terror.  Adorno takes this one step further in focusing

just on individuals (not even on small groups of them), notably in the “Dedication” to Horkheimer with

which Adorno’s Minima Moralia begins. There, while he notes the overwhelming (social) objectivity which

makes the idea of individual autonomy or even the idea of individuals and individuality a lie, he takes the

existence and experience of individuals—particularly his own—as his starting point for social analysis. He

even goes as far as to say that “part of the social force of liberation may have temporarily withdrawn to the

individual sphere,” as regrettable as this may be for critical theory.  Starting with his own subjective

situation and experiences, Adorno then proceeds in the remainder of the book (and elsewhere) to o�er a

kind of exempli�cation of how to navigate this overwhelming social world and how to resist it and live less

wrongly in it.

50

51

52



One might think that it makes sense that Adorno concentrates particularly—sometimes, it seems,

exclusively—on individuals, not on collective agents. This �ts with his contextualism, whereby what was

missing in the mid-twentieth century were non-dominating collective forms of organization, di�erent

from the Stalinist party and state apparatus that had emerged in the Soviet Union and elsewhere. In the

absence of such organizational forms, it would be empty talk or even wishful thinking to speak about

collective agency. It also �ts with his idea of capacity-building, starting with individuals and then—the

thought might be—moving eventually to a more collective level.

However, here too a comparison to Marcuse is instructive. Marcuse was just as critical of the dominating

organizational forms in question as Adorno was. Yet, Marcuse did not abandon the search for the emergence

of di�erent forms of collective agency and organization as much as Adorno did. This might have been in part

because Marcuse was immersed in the US context, where he witnessed the civil rights movement, and in

part because he clearly engaged more than Adorno with anti-colonial and anti-imperialist struggles beyond

his immediate local context of living. As bleak as Marcuse’s 1964  One Dimensional Man is—reminiscent of

Adorno’s own bleak social analysis—it contains an account of where collective opposition to the wrong

social world might come from. Structurally similar to Marx’s and Lukács’ analysis of the position of the

proletariat—as well placed in a social position to (1) understand how the system really operates (and at what

human costs to people), (2) disrupt or even change it, and (3) be motivated to overcome it—Marcuse there

focused on “outcasts and outsiders, the exploited and persecuted of other races and other colors, the

unemployed and the unemployable.”  He describes their pivotal position as follows:53

Their opposition hits the system from without and is therefore not de�ected by the system; it is an

elementary force that violates the rules of the game and, in doing so, reveals it as a rigged game.

When they get together and go out into the streets, without arms, without protection, in order to

ask for the most primitive civil rights, they know that they face dogs, stones, and bombs, jail,

concentration camps, even death. Their force is behind every political demonstration for the

victims of law and order. The fact that they start refusing to play the game may be the fact that

marks the beginning of the end of a period.54

Here we have the beginning of an account for how a “global subject” of social transformation may emerge

—outcasts both in the center of the Western-dominated world and in the periphery could bring about social

change, both locally and, in uniting, globally. And we can see a direct line from Marcuse to something like

the World Social Forum (founded in opposition to the World Economic Forum) and to ideas like feminism

for the 99%.55

What the contrast brings out is that Adorno did not consider to the same degree as someone like Marcuse

did how something like a global subject of social transformation could emerge, despite his own theory’s

insistence on the need for such emergence. There is, arguably, in Adorno also less real hunger to engage

more with the experiences of outcasts from di�erent groups—those of a di�erent gender or sexual identity,

those who were colonized, those racialized not along antisemitic lines but with reference to the color of

their skin, etc.  Such engagement need not take the form of paternalistically speaking for those often

denied a voice—something Adorno would be averse to do. Instead, it can, by way of witnessing or

chronicling, amplify the voice they already have.
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This is not to say that this comparative gap in discussing the emergence of collective agents and the variety

of experiences of those outcast could not be overcome in a way that would have made the Adornoian

position more coherent than the actual theorizing that the historical Adorno produced ends up being. One

might, for example, think of the 1970s and 1980s endeavors of his students Alexander Kluge and Oskar Negt

as seeking to develop an account of how a global subject might emerge in an Adornoian fashion and of

opening critical theory up to a greater variety of experiences—with their notion of “the proletarian public

sphere” (whereby “proletarian” is understood broadly to encompass not just the traditional working class)



and their Benjaminian chronicling of obstinacy.  Their stance and that of Marcuse are the paths that were

open to Adorno but he did not take, despite being compatible with, or even called for, by his overall outlook.
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It is here where future research can take up the baton. Most pressing is an Adornoian concrete analysis of

our changed concrete situation of the 2020s, preferably informed by Marcuse’s and/or Negt and Kluge’s

consideration about how those outcasts and marginalized can begin to form a global subject of resistance or

even transformation. In the face of the ecological and climate emergency crises, this might well take the

form of trying to develop a critical theory of nature from among Adorno’s work and seeking to connect it to

the social movements that exist in this area. It might also involve the kind of conceptual innovation for

which his theory is rightly known or mobilizing his earlier conceptual innovations, such as updating the

concept of “culture industry” to our internet and social media age. A historically and contextually rich

attempt to unify di�erent marginalized groups behind an idea or concept would also fall under this broad

heading—an example of this might be the ongoing attempt by Nancy Fraser to use “work” in building

coalitions among those facing partially intersecting forms of domination (as workers in the material

reproduction of society, gendered carers behind Marx’s hidden abode of social reproduction, and/or those

whose lives are still structured by the colonialism and slavery of the past and the structural racism of the

present). Additionally, it would be fruitful to continue the recent trend of comparing and combining Adorno

and Foucault, including to understand better how their lives and works intertwined (and might have come

apart at times) during the postwar years as well as to develop problematizing genealogies. Moreover, the

task remains to advance contextualism and localism in a way that maximally prevents succumbing to the

danger of overlooking the interrelations of local contexts—as does the task of resisting the pitfalls of non-

contextualist theorizing and politics. Last but certainly not least, the question of building and expanding

critical capacities amidst a society that sabotages their formation and exercise will remain a pressing

concern of Adornoian politics.
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