Hekmat va Falsafeh
Vol. 20, No.79, Autumn 2024, Pp 199-223

wph.atu.ac.ir
DIO: 10.22054/wph.2024.79717.2245

The Nonidentical in Adorno’s Philosophy

Ali Shakki - MA in Philosophy, Allameh Tabataba’i University,
Tehran, Iran

Ahmad Ali Heyd ari Professor of Philosophy, Allameh Tabataba’i
University, Tehran, Iran

Abstract

With the critique of the philosophy of identity, Theodor Adorno wishes to shift
the concentration of thought to the non-identical. In Adorno's beliefs, from
Parmenidus up to Hegel, philosophers sought to overcome contradictions or to
adapt and unify thought and existence. But, Adorno, by emphasizing the principle
of contradiction, tries to resist against the idea of the identification of thought and
the object. The claim to capture the totality of the real by means of concepts is but
an illusion because of the fact that objects are non-conceptual and that the
totalizing characteristic of concepts cannot fully perceive the particularity of the
objects. Reification which has been the dominant ruler of the world since the
emergence of late capitalism, has made thoughts resemble the rules and relations
of commodity, finally resulting in the identification of the experience. Adorno
attempts to recover the objects in their non-identity and free the objects from the
dominance of the subject via rebuilding the relations of subject-object in the idea
of mediation and saving the reificated subjectivity. Based on this view, a
constellation of concepts that has a kind of historical quality gathers around an
object and, as these concepts seek to explain and comprehend fully the object.
Nonetheless, those concepts would never reach the end in doing so.

1. Introduction

Theodor Adorno is rightly regarded as the philosopher of non-identity.
By stating "the whole is false” in both Minima Moralia and Negative
Dialectics, Adorno contends Hegel’s famous claim in phenomenology
of spirit “the truth is the whole”. Besides, he viewed the history of the
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Enlightenment reason as the history of the domination of identity
(Adorno, 1974).

In their seminal work, Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Max
Horkheimer argued that Enlightenment reason has not been liberating
but has instead subjected both humans and nature to a dominance
previously attributed to myth (Adorno and Horkheimer, 1400 [2021]).

The identity-constructing reason, with its insatiable drive to
encompass everything, has consumed both nature and humanity. The
instrumentalization of reason and its attempt to grasp the world as
something quantitative and calculable—combined  with its
entanglement with modern capitalism and the proliferation of the
commodity exchange logic—have led to a complex state of
enslavement. Simply put, Adorno’s contention is that the roots of
failures such as intellectual servitude, fear, war, and all natural and
human disasters lie in reason and its inherent tendency toward identity-
constructing. For instance, he discusses the affinity between fascism
and reason (Silberbusch, 2018), illustrating how both are identity-
constructing and ruthlessly seek to homogenize and annihilate all that
is different and heterogeneous in their purification processes. The drive
of reason to unify and totalize—which overlooks differences and
particulars—perpetrates the same actions as a dictator striving to
silence opposition and other voices.

Adorno resisted the subsumption of particularities under the
systemic totalization of philosophical frameworks. For him, the
yearning to achieve fixed foundations and secure shores in thought
reflects the characteristics of reason that have mercilessly caused
disasters (Thompson, 1399 [2020]). As a post-Auschwitz philosopher,
Adorno reflects on catastrophe, with Auschwitz representing the
epitome of human pain and suffering. This singular and non-identical
phenomenon constantly underlies his works, invalidating the
Enlightenment reason’s claim to progress and human liberation
(Silberbusch, 2018).

According to Adorno, conceptual thought is inherently identity-
constructing. However, the solution is not to embrace immediacy in
thought. Instead, through concepts, we must approach the non-
conceptual, or the non-identical. In addressing how to experience the
non-identical in the modern world, Adorno adopts an epistemological
approach, reconstructing classical concepts of experience.

The central challenge and obstacle to authentic experience, he
argues, is reification. In reified experience, the subject is shaped by the
rules of instrumental reason, and the object is preemptively transformed
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into something manipulable and exploitable. Adorno’s pursuit of a non-
reified experience borrows concepts from the epistemological tradition.
While he acknowledges that this tradition has yet to provide a correct
interaction, he contends it should not be entirely abandoned (O’Connor,
1400 [2021]). He attempts to present a novel account of mediation,
offering a fresh relationship between subject and object.

Adorno’s most controversial stance on mediation lies in his
prioritization of the object. By presenting serious critiques of
contemporary subject-centered philosophies, he aims to prevent the
assimilation of the object into the subject and its preexisting conceptual
frameworks and categories. While the prioritization of the object brings
him close to naive realism, Adorno’s unique sophistication—
characteristic of his philosophy—maintains a balance through the
introduction of the subject’s agency, avoiding a drift into idealism while
distancing himself from naive realism. The goal of Adorno’s critical
thought is not to elevate the object to the exalted position previously
occupied by the subject, thereby transforming it into another idol.
Instead, Adorno strives to rescue the object from the subject’s
domination, facilitating the experience of the non-identical and
particular.

The salvation of the non-identical lies in the simultaneous
recognition of the roles of both the subject and the object. The subject
IS not a mere passive recipient, nor is the object reducible to the
subject’s categories. Adorno posits that only through the model of
mediation can a non-reified experience of the non-identical be achieved
(O’Connor, 1400 [2021]).

2. Literature Review
Regarding this subject, one can only refer to the book “Adorno’s
Negative Dialectics” by Brian O’Conner, translated by Aram Masoudi.

3. Methodology

This research was conducted fundamentally based on the study of
library sources and articles published in international journals and
internet sources.

4. Conclusion

Adorno regarded the history of philosophy as the history of the
domination of identity, asserting that identification is intrinsic to
reason. Objects, by their nature, are non-conceptual, and conflating
concepts with objects results in nothing less than the suppression of
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objects. However, Adorno did not propose surrendering to immediacy
in thought or abandoning concepts as a solution. Instead, he advocated
striving for the non-identical, through the mediation of concepts. A non-
dominative approach to encountering objects, considering their
particular circumstances, makes the experience of the non-identical
possible.

The significant challenge in this pursuit is the reification of thought
in the era of late capitalism, depriving us of the possibility of authentic
experience. Adorno sought to revive this experience through the
concept of mediation, which is an intrinsic interplay between subject
and object, simultaneously acknowledging the primacy of the object
and the agency of the acting subject. In this mediated relationship,
subject and object mutually determine each other, yet neither is reduced
to the other.

Adorno's aim was to conceptualize in a way that gives precedence to
the object and considers its specific conditions so that experience
transcends the mere imposition of concepts and categories on the object.
Additionally, it is crucial to note that a constellation of concepts—
formed by the historical sedimentation of an object within concepts—
gathers around any given object. While these concepts attempt to
explain and fully understand the object, they will never reach a final
comprehension of it.

Keywords: Constellation, Contradiction, Identity, Mediation,
Nonidentity, Particular.
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v. The nonconceptual
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4. The different
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