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Introduction 

 
This land, however, is an island, and enclosed in unalterable boundaries by 
nature herself. It is the land of truth…, surrounded by a broad and stormy 
ocean, the true seat of illusion, where many a fog bank and rapidly melting 
iceberg pretend to be new lands, and ceaselessly deceiving with empty 
hopes the voyager looking around for new discoveries, entwine him in 
adventures from which he can never escape and yet also never bring to an 
end. 1  

 

The dissertation has two principal aims. The first is to critically examine and compare 

the central positions and arguments of the work of Theodore W. Adorno and Roy 

Bhaskar. The second related task is to examine the extent to which Bhaskar’s work 

successfully resolves the profound epistemological impasse that lies at the heart of 

Adorno’s philosophy.   

 

In the first chapter I critically examine Adorno’s materialist and idealist positions. The 

principle of mediation ties subject and object together and is underpinned by his 

critique of naive materialist and idealist philosophies. The key themes of this chapter 

are the dialectical relationship between materialist features of his argument - the 

priority of the object, theory of mediated nature, Marxist social critique and theory of 

morality - and ideational components, comprising of his theory of identity and non-

identity, negative method, theory of constellations, and enigmatic theory of the Name. 

These are examined through the prism of their necessary mediation and against the 

problematic of the limitations of possible thought, in which the object of philosophical 

enquiry is ultimately enshrouded in ineffability.  

                                                 
1  I. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. P. Guyer and A.W. Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998), p. 338. (A236/B295). 
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Chapter two examines Roy Bhaskar’s critical realist philosophy in light of the key 

elements and difficulties encountered in Adorno’s thought. Bhaskar’s philosophy is 

expressly concerned with an analysis of the pivotal problems that can be seen in the 

history of philosophy which have culminated in the philosophical cul-de -sacs 

associated with positivism and relativism. Bhaskar’s strategy is to demonstrate that 

philosophical error is typically a result of an implicit adherence to ontological 

commitments which lack defensible basis and which unnecessarily limit theory and 

understanding.   

 

In many ways Bhaskar and Adorno’s arguments bear a striking similarity, but there are 

critical differences. It is in their strongest, opposing arguments that each thinker 

reveals the problems of the other. Although Bhaskar’s deep and stratified ontology 

allows us to rethink the nature of the relationship between subject and object and 

between epistemology and ontology, many of his substantive theories are 

problematic. In particular, his highly schematised ontology, theory of alethia as 

ultimate truth and conception of God, to various degrees run counter to his most 

powerful insights and arguments. Despite these problems and their implications for his 

dialectical theory, theory of absence and theory of truth, the core of Bhaskar’s early 

critical realist arguments remain well grounded and persuasive. His theories of deep, 

stratified and dynamic ontology, epistemic relativism and judgmental rationality 

provide a broad and powerful foundation for philosophical enquiry and critique. 
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The concluding chapter reviews both thinkers’ arguments in view of the preceding 

chapters and seeks to address the strengths and weaknesses of each in light of the 

other’s arguments. On the question of the limitations of identity thinking and the 

pursuant epistemological impasse in Adorno’s thought, I argue that Bhaskar’s 

arguments highlight a central flaw in Adorno’s philosophy. Specifically, I aim to show 

that despite attempting to understand the object in its particularity and complexity, 

Adorno presupposes a ‘flat’ ontology that is largely responsible for the epistemological 

issues in his thought. On the other hand, I will also show that although Bhaskar’s depth 

ontology, theory of epistemic relativism and theory of judgmental rationality allow us 

to move with and beyond Adorno’s thought, Adorno would no doubt find much of 

Bhaskar’s theory, and in particular his ontological schema and notion of alethia, to be 

deeply naïve and subjectivist. 
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Chapter 1: Adorno - Critical Rationality and the Ineffable 

 

This chapter begins with an examination of Adorno’s arguments concerning the 

inadequacy of naive idealist and realist philosophies. Adorno’s tactic is to demonstrate 

that taking either subject or object as the primary and formative constituent of 

experience invariably leads to error and naivety. Adorno argues that in experience, 

concepts and matter are necessarily relational or mediated. He holds, however, that in 

this relationship, the object has a primacy because without it, experience would be 

about nothing – entirely hollow. His argument follows Kant for whom absence of a 

fundamental noumenal object renders experience absurd. Opposing Kant’s abstract 

thing-in-itself, however, Adorno argues that materiality is enmeshed in every moment 

of experience, in all our ideas and forms of life. In this respect, we are driven and 

constituted by our natural, psychological being mediated through the realities of the 

physical and social worlds. In expanding on this I discuss Adorno’s theory of mediated 

human nature in relationship to his Marxist materialist arguments concerning 

reification under the exchange form. Our forms of life are for Adorno deeply damaging 

and irrational.   

  

I go on to explore the dialectics of identity and non-identity in his thought. Identity in 

Adorno’s philosophy becomes inescapable because it is, he says, of the very nature of 

thinking and possible thought. To circumnavigate the limitations of identification by 

means of the only tool available - identification - Adorno develops a dialectical theory 

of constellations in which the contradictory nature of a group of identifications form so 
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as to illuminate the object’s particularity;  to reveal something of an object’s 

independence from mere identity. In my examination of the constellation, I address 

the idealised conceptual figure of the Name and its relationship to utopia in Adorno’s 

thought.  The Name seems to betoken the fully rational concept or idea because it 

bespeaks the object in its particularly without reducing its manifest and complex truth. 

In this it is also utopian because to properly relate to the object as the Name is 

contingent upon the existence of rationality and non-violence in our social forms. 

Philosophical truth has a vivid moral character in Adorno’s thought, because it is 

formed in opposition to the realities of suffering. 

 

This chapter’s summary examines the key areas of tension in Adorno’s philosophy. 

Drawing particular attention to the epistemic limits in Adorno’s philosophy (the 

ineffability of the non-identical and the inescapability of ideology) and the self 

annihilating character of his method, I argue that his philosophy becomes at times 

incoherent and anti materialist. 

 

Between Idealism and Materialism 

In his Metacritique of Epistemology Adorno writes: 

 
Idealism was the first to make clear that the reality in which men live is not 
unvarying and independent of them. Its shape is human and even 
absolutely extra-human nature is mediated through consciousness. Men 
cannot break through that. They live in social being, not in nature.2

 

And in Negative Dialectics: 

                                                 
2 T.W. Adorno, ‘Against Epistemology: A Metacritique’, trans. W Domingo (Oxford: Bassil Blackwell, 
1982), in The Adorno Reader, ed.  B.O’Conner (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), pp. 113 – 136 (p. 133). 
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That a concept is a concept even when dealing with things in being does 
not change the fact that on its part it is entwined with a non-conceptual 
whole. Its only insulation from the whole is its reification – that which 
establishes it as a concept.3  

 
These passages serve well as an introduction to Adorno’s criticisms of naive 

materialism and idealism but also draw attention to the competing and paradoxical 

materialist and idealist tendencies at the heart of his philosophy. 4

 

The initial passage expresses a straightforward commitment to idealism; that is, the 

view that reality and our experience of it reflect the workings of our minds primarily 

and that thought ultimately constructs and is hence identical with ‘the real’.  This 

perspective – what might be seen as ontological or subjective idealism5 - is, however, 

precisely the variant of idealism that Adorno wants to undermine. This extreme 

idealism fails to acknowledge that concepts themselves entail a necessary and actual 

relationship to something non-cognitive; without which, he says, there can be no 

philosophical account of experience.  

 
‘Something’ - as a cogitatively indispensable substrate of any concept, 
including the concept of Being – is the utmost abstraction of the subject-
matter that is not identical with thinking, an abstraction not to be 
abolished by any further process.6  

 

                                                 
3 T. W. Adorno, Negative Dialectic, trans. E.B. Ashton (London: Routledge, 1973), p. 12.  
4 Indeed the tension between the materialist and idealist traditions could well be said to lie at the heart 
of philosophy itself.  
5 Perhaps most often associated with Bishop George Berkeley who in his A Treatise Concerning the 
Principles of Human Knowledge puts the position very clearly when he writes; ‘All the choir of heaven 
and furniture of the earth, in a word all those bodies which compose the mighty frame of the world, 
have not any subsistence without a mind…From what has been said, it follows, there is not any other 
substance than spirit, or that which perceives.’ [G. Berkeley, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of 
Human Knowledge (Chicago: Open Court Publishing, 1904), p.32 – 33.]. 
6 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p. 145. 
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In many respects this position follows a central argument in Kant’s transcendental 

philosophy. Like Kant, Adorno wants to demonstrate that in order for there to be 

experience, concepts must relate to something non-subjective (non conceptual or 

ideational). Without a non-conceptual and objective source of experience, thought 

becomes ‘mere tautology’7, content-less. ‘If’, says Adorno ‘this moment were 

extinguished altogether, it would be flatly incomprehensible that a subject can know 

an object.’ 8  

 

Kant’s notion of the transcendental non-conceptual thing-in-itself is formulated as a 

necessary condition of experience in light of the observation that in phenomenal 

appearance we never see the fundamental laws and categories we ascribe to nature. 

Moreover, from mere appearance, according to Kant, we cannot deduce these laws or 

categories. He concludes that it is mind that ultimately reconstructs our experience of 

phenomenal reality to furnish it with its most fundamental laws and categories 9. 

Hence, objects as they are in-themselves, as noumena, are never directly experienced 

in phenomenal reality. Instead they exist in what is ultimately an ambiguous 

relationship with the world outside our conceptual framework10. They are then, as 

                                                 
7 Ibid. p. 25. 
8 Ibid. p. 45.  
9 In addition to the categories of space and time (through which we necessarily frame all experience), 
Kant classifies the properties of objects that the mind brings to experience under the following 
categories: Quantity, quality, relation, modality. (See Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, p. 206. [A71/B96] ). 
10 Kant’s noumenal thing-in-itself and its relationship with our categories is problematic. On the one 
hand, the object as ’noumena’ is required in order for there to be experience, on the other hand in 
Kant’s writing it appears as though how this object is experienced  is almost entirely dictated by 
categories or properties of mind, such as space, time and causation. Indeed, much Kantian scholarship is 
taken up on the question of whether Kant’s noumenon/phenomenal distinction should be understood 
as pertaining to two worlds or two perspectives on one world. For an interesting debate on the issue, 
see, for example, Eric Watkins’ Kant and the Metaphysics of Causality, (Cambridge: Cambridge university 
Press, 2003).      
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things-in-themselves, ultimately unknowable. However, without a basis for 

appearances, without the thing-in-itself, there could be no experiencing at all - there 

could be nothing for the mind to apply its categories to. In short, although possible 

understanding of the true nature of the world is constrained by our mental 

constitution and experience, we must reason that there is a basis for phenomenal 

appearance: 

 
Even if we cannot cognize these object as things in themselves, we at least 
must be able to think them as things in themselves… otherwise there 
would follow the absurd proposition that there is appearance without 
anything that appears.11   

 
Kant argues further that ‘the true correlate, the thing in itself, is not and cannot 

be cognized, through representations.’ 12

 

Kant’s short but familiar formulation captures the dual requirement for experience to 

entail inner and outer, subjective and objective components: ‘Thoughts without 

content are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind.’13

 

We will look at how Adorno’s conceptualisation of thing-in-itself or non-identical 

differs from Kant’s shortly.  However, I want to highlight that the deduction in Kant’s 

critique for a non-conceptual basis for objects in experience is similar in form and 

conclusion to Adorno’s argument - there is an irreducible, non-conceptual object to 

which we refer, and that stands against the claims of total constitutive subjectivity.  

                                                 
11 I. Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason p. 10, Bxxvii. 
12 Ibid. p.161, (A30/B45).  
13 Ibid. p. 193, (A51/B74). 
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‘The given, the irremovable scandalon of idealism will demonstrate time and again the 

failure of the hypostasis of the subject.’14, and in Negative Dialectics: ‘Without any 

relation to an empirical consciousness, to the living I, there would be no 

transcendental.’15  

 

Before looking further at Adorno’s idea of the object in experience it is important to 

understand his critique of naïve materialism; a view which, put simply, understands 

material objects as being given immediately and passively to consciousness. 

 

Given the preceding remarks, this perspective may appear to support something 

similar to Adorno’s own thesis of an independent object. However, a theory that 

characterises the subject as passive in its apprehension of the object will, in Adorno’s 

view, fail to recognise the contribution that the subject does make to experience. It is, 

he says, the ‘naïve…view that a knowing subject, whatever its kind, was confronting a 

known object, whatever its kind.’16 Instead, reflecting the idealist positions in the 

opening quotation17 Adorno maintains that the creation of the meaning of an object 

requires the activities of a subject or subjects. In other words, our apprehension of the 

object as having significance is only possible because of the subject’s conceptual and 

material engagement with it.  

                                                 
14 T.W. Adorno, ‘Subject and Object’ (1969), trans. A. Arato and E. Gebhardt,  from The Essential 
Frankfurt School Reader (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1978), pp. 497 – 511, in The Adorno Reader, ed. 
B.O’Conner (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), pp. 137 – 152. (p. 142). 
15 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 185. 
16 Adorno, ‘Subject and Object’ in The Adorno Reader, p. 139. 
17 ‘Idealism was the first to make clear that the reality in which men live is not unvarying and 
independent of them. Its shape is human and even absolutely extra-human nature is mediated through 
consciousness.’ 
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The notions of the given and the immediate in Adorno’s account of experience present 

an interesting issue because what might be called the ‘given’ will always be affected or 

mediated by and through consciousness. This raises the question of whether there can 

be anything in consciousness that is not mediated by consciousness or that is simply 

given. Broadly speaking, Adorno’s answer is that there is nothing experienced that is 

immediate. The given is mediated.  The question of the nature of the given as the non-

conceptual will be examined in later sections of this paper. The conclusions that can be 

drawn so far are expressed concisely in the following formulation: ‘There is nothing 

that is not mediated, and yet, as Hegel emphasized, mediation must always refer to 

some mediated thing, without which there would be no mediation.’18   

 

This position returns us to Kant in whose notion of the unknown and unknowable thing 

–in-itself we may see a further correlate in Adorno’s thought.  Kant’s thing-in-itself 

sustains the requirements for both the object’s independence (as a kind of pure 

substance, demonstrated as a logical requirement for any experience) and also the 

constructive nature of mind with regards to the character of experience.  Adorno may 

be seen to validate such a correlation when he says: 

 
Kant still refused to be talked out of the moment of objective priority. He 
used an objective intention to direct the objective analysis of the cognitive 
faculty in his Critique of Pure Reason, and he stubbornly defended the 
transcendent thing-in-itself. To him it was evident that being in itself did 
not run directly counter to the concept of an object, that the subjective 
mediation of that concept is to be laid less to the object’s idea than to the 

                                                 
18 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 171. 
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subject’s insufficiency. The object cannot get beyond itself for Kant either, 
but he does not sacrifice the idea of otherness.19

 

And in support of the unknowability of the thing in-itself: ‘The non-identical is not to 

be attained immediately as something positive…’20

 

Although this remark and others like it21 clearly demonstrate a deep sympathy with 

Kant’s transcendental object, his own sustained criticism of Kant’s thing it-itself, which 

he describes as a ‘chaotic abstraction’22 and a ‘peculiar no man’s land’23 reflects 

another concept of the object that seeks to recover the object and subject in 

experience from the abstractness of a noumenal realm and the tautology implicit in 

idealism as total subjective constitution or naïve realism. The object, writes Adorno,  

can be ‘…discussed legitimately only when that priority - over the subject in the 

broadest sense of the term - is somehow determinable, when it is more than the 

Kantian thing-in-itself as the unknown cause of phenomenon.’24  

 

Providing a coherent and comprehensive account of the nature of objects that doesn’t 

disintegrate into unmediated experience or naïve representationalism is challenging. 

‘The mind’ he says, ‘can no more be levelled down to existence than existence can be 

                                                 
19 Ibid. p. 184. 
20 Ibid. p. 158. 
21 ’By the retreat to formalism, for which Hegel and then the phenomenologists reproached Kant, he did 
honour to the non-identical. He did not deign to involve it in the identity of the subject without residue.’ 
[T.W. Adorno, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, trans. R. Tiedemann (Stanford: Stanford university Press, 
2001), p. 247. ].  
22 Adorno, Negative Dialectics,  p. 139. 
23 Adorno, Kant's Critique of Pure Reason, p. 32. 
24 Adorno, ‘Subject and Object’, in The Adorno Reader, p. 143.  
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levelled down to the mind.’25 The ontological and epistemological difficulties that 

follow from this conclusion appear throughout Adorno’s work. The tension between a 

fluid world and the ossified nature of thought, language and cultural forms remain 

critical and unresolved to the end. If, however, Adorno is to give us a materialist 

account of reality, that in contrast to Kant’s thing-in-itself explains the ‘availability’ and 

‘actual content in experience’26 of external objects, then he will need to show that 

objects determine in some way our understanding of them.   

 

Adorno’s commitment to idealism entails that the given cannot be understood as a 

subject’s immediate and/or passive relationship with external reality. Instead, because 

all experience already contains the activities of consciousness, the given - insofar as it 

is experienced - is like all other aspects of experience, actively mediated by 

consciousness. What we are given in experience is the object in its significance for 

human beings (and consciousness more generally) because significance or meaning is 

enmeshed with every experience of the object, even as it is ‘passively’ or ‘immediately’ 

apprehended. But the forms of understanding that structure experience are 

necessarily - contra a radical constitutive idealism – not unconstrained by the external 

world. For Adorno there is in experience a material relationship with external reality 

that in addition to being the ‘basis for appearance’ is also something that subjects as 

corporeal and societally constituted entities engage with, change, and are changed by. 

‘If the subject has a core of object, then the subjective qualities in the object are all the 

                                                 
25 Ibid. p. 201. 
26 B. O'Connor, Adorno's Negative Dialectic: Philosophy and the Possibility of Critical Rationality (London: 
MIT Press, 2004), p. 56. 
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more an objective moment.’ 27 And in Negative Dialectics: ‘Only because the subject in 

turn is indirect— because it is not the radical otherness required to legitimize the 

object—is it capable of grasping objectivity at all.’ 28  

 

The dynamics of this mediated relationship are put well by O’Connor when he 

describes subject-object and object–subject mediation as follows: ‘The subject 

engenders the object in the sense that the meanings of objects are not independent of 

humans; however the object occasions the subject in the sense that as an experiencing 

and thinking entity the subject must respond to the object.’ 29 Mediation describes an 

empirical and (epistemo)logical relationship between subject and object which 

preserves their separation (inasmuch as neither is reduced nor made reducible to the 

other) and also their unity (inasmuch as the subject cannot be understood except in its 

relationship with the object and the object in experience cannot be understood except 

in its relationship with the subject). The notion of dynamic mediation allows Adorno to 

engage in an account of experience that seeks to avoid the tautologies, and 

contradictions of naive idealist or realist models of experience. ‘The doctrine that 

everything is mediated, even supporting immediacy, is irreconcilable with the urge to 

‘’reduction”…’ 30

 

                                                 
27 Adorno, ‘Subject and Object’, in The Adorno Reader, p. 143. 
28 Adorno, Negative Dialectics,  p. 185.  
29 B. O’Connor, ‘The Concept of Mediation in Hegel and Adorno’ in Bulletin of the Hegel Society of Great 
Britain, v. 39/40 (1999) , pp. 84–96. (p. 15. ). 
30 Adorno, ‘Against Epistemology: A Metacritique’ in The Adorno Reader,  p. 115. 
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In contrast to a naïve realist model, the meaning of the object cannot be removed 

from the subject’s constitution of it; not least because the object as it is mediated in 

consciousness fundamentally structures experience of the world. This entails that the 

meaning or significance of objects be determinate. This is not to say that objects either 

as they are (as entity) or as they are experienced are only conceptual (for that would 

be to repeat the mistake of subjective constitution) but instead to highlight that 

significance is organically enmeshed in our physical and thinking being. ‘As objects 

amongst objects’ 31 human beings have an effective relationship with ‘external reality’ 

and objects (in both their physical and meaning bearing capacities) because they effect 

or occasion subjects. Indeed, as objects human beings are directed and constrained by 

their dynamic physical and psychological natures, that are themselves mediated 

through changing realities and historical context.  

 

The complex and co-constitutive mediated relationship is not, however, even-sided. 

Epistemologically, without the object (and without being itself an object), the subject 

would be unthinkable (‘would literally be nil’32). However, without the subject, the 

object would of course still be possible. Mediation on the object’s side (object-subject) 

and on the subject‘s side (subject-object) operate differently and describe a 

qualitatively different process. In his essay Subject and Object, Adorno characterises 

the subject as the ‘how’ and the object as the ‘what’ of the mediated relationship:  

 

                                                 
31 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 183. 
32 Ibid. p. 186. 
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Subjectivity changes its quality in a context which it is unable to evolve on 
its own. Due to the inequality inherent in the concept of mediation, the 
subject enters into the object altogether differently from the way the 
object enters into the subject. An object can be conceived only by a subject 
but always remains something other than the subject, whereas a subject by 
its very nature is from the outset an object as well. Not even as an idea can 
we conceive a subject that is not an object; but we can conceive an object 
that is not a subject. 33

 

And in Negative Dialectics: 

 
Mediation of the object means that it must not be statically, dogmatically 
hypostatized but can only be known as it entwines with subjectivity; 
mediation of the subject means that without the moment of objectivity it 
would be literally nil. 34

 

An independent object as a fundamental and necessary condition of experience forms 

the ontological kernel of Adorno’s principle of the priority of the object. The priority of 

the object recognises the subject’s embeddedness in a physical, natural and social 

world and reveals that from the most abstract to the most mundane, all concepts rely 

on an actual engagement in the material and social world whose characteristics 

constitute our lives. The priority of the object is a corrective to the constitutive 

fallacies and veiled ideologies found in naïve philosophy and positivistic thinking.  The 

priority of the object is also used as polemic against what in Adorno’s view has become 

the dominant mode of relating to the world - the priority of the subject.  

 

The idea that the priority of the subject is the dominant mode of relating to the world 

and understanding experience may not be immediately obvious. Indeed, on face value 

one could see in modern scientific method and the scientific world view a perspective 

                                                 
33 Adorno, ‘Subject and Object’ in The Adorno Reader, p. 183. 
34 Ibid. p. 183 
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similar to Adorno’s own notion of the priority of the object. However, for Adorno both 

naive idealist and realist perspectives finally revolve around a contradictory and 

reductionist tendency that deforms and subtracts from the object they seek to 

understand. Assumptions in the positivistic sciences entail that the ‘reality’ of the 

objects of enquiry are prefigured, fused with hypostasised frameworks and saturated 

by ideological imperatives. In both cases there is an implicit conflation of the diversity 

of objects with the identity of subjective categories. Hence, both in their way rest upon 

idealistic foundations.35  

 

As Diana Coole puts it: 

 
Scientific reductionism itself claims to prioritise the object, and to claim 
objectivity for itself once it subtracts all residues of subjectivity from its 
knowledge. Adorno is predictably scathing about such claims, pointing out 
that they are already thoroughly subjective….he recognises idealism and 
realism as but two sides of one subjectivist coin. 36

 

In other words, the frameworks of science are selected in accordance with 

predetermined facts that are themselves inextricable from the constructs that selected 

them. 

 

Marxist Materialism and Mediated Nature 

Beyond the logical basis for the object’s priority in the meditated relationship, object 

mediation entails an argument drawn from mediated human nature; from our 

                                                 
35 As we shall see later, it could be argued that in fact the reality independent of the constructs that  
science ‘imposes’ upon it (reality) compels scientists to abandon or modify their constructs as 
inadequate representations. 
36 D. Coole, Negativity and politics: Dionysus and dialectics from Kant to poststructuralism (London: 
Routledge, 2000), p. 169. 
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instinctual being as entwined in the world. Paradoxically, for Adorno this entwinement 

with the world can be seen as a determinative factor in our alienation from it. In the 

following passage, Adorno pointedly demonstrates the delusion of thinking of 

ourselves as fully beyond or as having escaped the physical world and our physical 

selves. He demonstrates that even this perspective is reflective of a dialectical 

relationship with self preservation:   

 
It is not true that the object is a subject, as idealism has been drilling into 
us for thousands of years, but it is true that the subject is an object. The 
primacy of subjectivity is a spiritualized continuation of Darwin’s struggle 
for existence. The suppression of nature for human ends is a mere natural 
relationship, which is why the supremacy of nature-controlling reason and 
its principle is a delusion. When the subject proclaims itself a Baconian 
master of all things, and finally their idealistic creator, it takes an 
epistemological and metaphysical part in this delusion. 37

 

Almost literarily here, the subject and object ‘constitute one another as much as - by 

virtue of such constitution - they depart from one another.’ 38

 

The extent to which consciousness has subjectivised, or more paradoxically, 

objectivised the world is central to Adorno’s critique. The objectification or reification 

of objects - their sedimentation under the subject’s framework - can be understood as 

being rooted in man’s continual striving for mastery, control and domination of nature. 

The drive for self preservation as it finds itself in the world is captured well in the 

succinct formulation from Adorno and Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment: ‘Myth 

                                                 
37 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p. 179. 
38 Ibid. p.174. 
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and science originate in human fear, the expression of which becomes explanation.’ 39 

For reasons that should be familiar this is not a position that implies that the 

development of human society is merely the unfolding of a natural being, or that 

human history is in the end fully reducible to nature - even in a dialectically inflected 

manner. Instead, Adorno’s point is that it is a mistake in thought to see ourselves as 

the absolute other of nature, as if radically independent of it. For Adorno, reason is 

‘deeply embedded in nature’ and so finally prevented ‘from behaving as if it were a 

transcendent category, utterly superior to nature.’ 40 As embodied subjects we 

condition and are conditioned by the physical world, our own physicality, and 

societally conditioned psychological makeup.      

 

From here we can begin to deepen our examination of the nature of objects both 

epistemologically and in connection to a particular social historical condition in 

Adorno’s thought.  

 

Although the notion of reification is critical to Adorno’s thought, it is used somewhat 

ambiguously. In accordance with its Western Marxist use, reification is employed by 

Adorno to describe the veiled objectification of human beings – their thought, 

horizons, relationships and experiences – and the world’s societies in relation to the 

capitalist or exchange system. Adorno, however, also uses the notion of reification to 

refer more broadly to the inherent formation of thought and language.  When we 

                                                 
39  M. Horkheimer and T. W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. J. Cumming  (London: The 
Cromwell Press, 1997), p. 15. 
40 Adorno, Kant's Critique of Pure Reason, p. 76. 
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come shortly to look at identity and non-identity more fully, this second understanding 

of reification will be shown to lie in a constellation of ideas at the heart of a central 

difficulty that marks Adorno’s epistemology - the prison of identity thinking, ideology 

and reification.   

    

Adorno argues that the commodity exchange principle found in capitalism that can be 

traced through our ego drives also conditions human experience and practice in every 

way. In an effort to dominate or master nature for survival, reason has more and more 

been employed in the exploitation and subjugation of the world. Driven by a ‘wild’, 

though always mediated human nature, we are increasingly compelled by competitive 

impulses into aggressive, narcissistic and instrumental relationships, despite a lack of 

requirement for the furnishings of bare survival.41 When the world and human beings 

are persistently and recklessly treated as a means and not an ends in themselves we 

do extreme damage to both. This relationship crystallises in modern capitalist systems 

for which objects including human beings are only understandable in the system’s 

terms: terms that reflect the interests of the dominant industrial and social forces that 

drive society. Accounting for how and why enlightenment reason declined into 

unreason, in their Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer argue that 

although critical for scientific, economic, rational and cultural development – not to 

mention simple survival -, instrumental reason and instrumentalised relationships have 

engendered a barbarous society. Adorno and Horkheimer show that the more blithely 

                                                 
41 As he says: ‘Since self-preservation has been precarious and difficult for eons, the power of its 
instrument, the ego drives, remains all but irresistible even after technology has virtually made self-
preservation easy’.  (Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 349.). 
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reason ‘turns itself into the absolute opposite of nature and forgets nature in itself, all 

the more will a self-preservation gone wild regress into nature.’ 42 We find that 

enlightenment contains tendencies that come to threaten the subjects it is meant to 

preserve. 

 

In the fourth essay of History and Class Consciousness, ‘Reification and the 

Consciousness of the Proletariat’, Lukacs argues that a society that operates through 

exchange economics transforms  human produce from its connection to human 

survival, or ‘organic  necessity’, into abstract entities, or ‘things’, and hence  

fundamentally separated from producers. For Lukacs, the nature of the commodity 

structure of capitalism is its tendency to make social relations between people appear 

as relations between things possessed of an autonomous reality. Though this 

reification disguises the true nature of these social relations, it is he says, no mere 

illusion. Instead, it forms the real experience of this relationship. ’Second nature’ 

becomes primary:  

 
The relations between men that lie hidden in the immediate commodity 
relation, as well as the relations between men and the objects that should 
really gratify their needs, have faded to the point where they can neither 
be recognised nor even perceived. For that reason the reified mind has 
come to regard them as true representatives of his societal existence. 43  

 

In his discussion of commodity fetishism Marx provides the following vivid 

characterisation of the constructed, reified self and society under capitalism: ‘It is an 

                                                 
42 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p. 289. 
43 G. Lukács, History and Class Consciousness, trans R. Livingstone (London: The Merlin Press, 1971), pp. 
83 – 223, (p. 93.).  
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enchanted, perverted, topsy-turvy world in which Monsieur le Capital and Madame la 

Terre do their ghost-walking as social characters and at the same time directly as 

things.’ 44 Under capitalism, object’s qualities that make them concretely of use to 

human beings - their use-values - are eclipsed by the relative value given to them in a 

market economy - their exchange value. As Horkheimer and Adorno put it; ‘what might 

be called use value in the reception of cultural commodities is replaced by exchange 

value.’45 Exchange value comes to inhere in objects and people as though natural and 

not in fact as part of a socially produced relationship between people and their world. 

As manufactured objects, human behaviour and consciousness displays the capitalist 

mode of production.   

 

The examination of a reified world, and of life in a totalised capitalist system form the 

backbone of Adorno’s social theory. For Adorno we live in an increasingly reified 

totality, a social system in which objects and selves, thought and experience are 

structured or mediated completely by the realities and dynamics of exchange relations 

and human objectivising - ultimately subjectivising – tendencies. Our relationships with 

each other and the world becomes ones of ‘egoistic’ utility. Total reification is finally 

the hypostasis of this relationship and is adopted by mankind as though entirely 

natural. ‘Factuality wins the day; cognition is restricted to its repetition; and thought 

becomes mere tautology. The more the machinery of thought subjects existence to 

                                                 
44 K. Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Vol. III,  In A new abridgment, ed. D. McLellan, Vol III, 
trans. Anon,  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 479. 
45 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, p. 158. 
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itself, the more blind its resignation in reproducing existence.’ 46 This social - historical 

character of experience is a reflection of the ideology, materiality and history of a 

system which although genealogically understandable in terms of human nature and 

human thought, is nonetheless a perversion of that nature and our capacity for reason. 

In the case of modern capitalism, this distortion is ubiquitous and transforms all our 

relationships with the world and each other.  

 

In his essay, A Physiognomy of the Capitalist form of life: A sketch of Adorno’s Social 

Theory, Axel Honneth makes the point well: 

 
 The rational developmental of the human species has been disrupted by 
the generalization of commodity exchange in such a far-reaching way that 
living conditions as a whole under capitalism have assumed the form of 
objectified relations.47

 
This sense in which the nature of modern capitalism is a product and reflection of a 

distorted rationality provides Adorno with a normative critique of both the history of 

rationality and its manifestation in the world of late capitalism. 48 The fact that the 

‘rational development’ of the human species has been ‘disrupted’ or deformed 

                                                 
46 Ibid. p. 27. 
47 A. Honneth, ‘A Physiognomy of the Capitalist Form of Life: A Sketch of Adorno's Social Theory’ in 
Constellations, Volume 12, Issue 1 (2005), pp. 50-64, (p. 55.).  
48 Adorno’s notion of the culture industry gets to the heart of that commodified or reified life.  Endless 
‘pseudo- individualised’ commodities produced by monolithic corporate industries for mass audiences 
are standardised in line with the ideological and economic imperatives that shape our lives. Everything is 
prescribed by the culture industry which through exploitative, dominatory forms of rationality ensures 
that ‘No independent thinking must be expected from the audience: the product prescribes every 
reaction.’ (Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, p. 137.). They want facts reported and 
explanations and arguments conveyed as painlessly as possible. He writes: ‘The most intimate reactions 
of human beings have been so thoroughly reified that the idea of anything specific to themselves now 
persists only as an utterly abstract notion: personality scarcely signifies anything more than shining 
white teeth and freedom from body odour and emotions.’ (Adorno and Horkheimer, Dialectic of 
Enlightenment, p. 167.). 
 
 

 
 



 25

underscores instrumental reason’s unreason and in so doing speaks to the promise of 

reason in light of a false world. The idea of rational life – Adorno’s idealism - becomes 

a central component of Adorno’s materialism and provides Kant’s Copernican 

revolution with its axial twist.  

 

We will look in more detail at Adorno’s normative critique, negative method and their 

relation to rationality and utopia shortly, but for now I will return to Adorno’s 

conception of identity and non-identity as they relate to the nature of thought and 

objects both epistemologically and also as they function in a totalised capitalist system.  

 

The Dialectic of Identity and Non-identity 

As we’ve seen, the priority of the object and the necessarily mediated relationship 

between subject/concept and object demonstrates the non-conceptual or non-

identical element required by concepts. Furthermore, it demonstrates that despite 

their separation, subject and object are intractably enmeshed in a real, dynamic, 

material world. At the same time, however, we are left with what appears as an 

inherent epistemological gap or block between identity and non-identity, concept and 

object.  Indeed, Adorno’s myriad expressions for the non-identical are consistently 

formed in logical contra-distinction to the notion of identity. Anke Thyen provides an 

incisive list: 

 
The non-identical, the non-conceptual, the conceptless, the 
heterogeneous, non conceptuality as the content of concepts, the 
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irreducible, the qualitative, the mediated, the Other, the different, the 
alien, the open, the uncovered, the undistorted, the unidentical. 49

 

A useful way of exploring Adorno’s notion of the non-identical is in relation to his 

notion of identity-thinking. The critique of identity thinking will be familiar because the 

antagonisms that mark it are central to the refutation of naïve representationalism and 

the critique of our world system and life predicated on the exchange form.  As we’ll 

see, this aporia is an ineliminable feature of thought and experience. ‘Identitarian 

thinking says what something comes under, what it exemplifies or represents, and 

what accordingly, it is not itself.’ 50

 

Identity thinking in Adorno’s philosophy can be understood in one sense as meaning 

an identificatory way of thinking about and experiencing the world, and in another 

sense as betokening the nature of thought per se. In the first sense, identity thinking 

describes the ubiquity of a mode of thinking whose key characteristics - classification, 

abstraction and equivalence - have come to typify our world and our experience of it. 

This condition entails that certain types, properties or aspects of objects become 

conceptually and actually occluded in our experience and understanding whilst others 

become primary. The identity principle claims that concepts fully cover objects and 

entails that individual and particular objects and their qualities are experienced solely 

in relation to their concept/s’ attendant category or categories. Not as distinct and 

particular entities but hypostasised examples of universal types.  

                                                 
 
49  A. Thyen, ‘Negative Dialektik und Erfahrung; Zur Rationalität des Nichtidentischen bei Adorno’, 
(Frankfurt-am-Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1989), p. 204. in O'Connor, Adorno's Negative Dialectic: 
Philosophy and the Possibility of Critical Rationality, p.49. 
50 Adorno, Negative Dialectics p. 149. 
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Although the features of identity are not as we will see, in-themselves unnecessary or 

undesirable, as manifest and inculcated in the world of late capitalism, our conceptual 

reality reflects an ideologically rigid world in which objects are experienced and 

formed chiefly in relation to their identifications. These identifications are ideological 

and material constructs - universalised through society’s categories, and schemes, and 

shaped to fit them.  

 

Our form of society and our forms of thinking (and the nature of thinking per se) are 

necessarily enmeshed. The logic of identity thinking and of our social form are 

entwined through their enforcing and reinforcing of similarity, ranking and fungibility.  

 

Adorno writes: 

 
The exchange principle, the reduction of human labour to the abstract 
universal concept of average working hours, is fundamentally akin to the 
principle of identification. Exchange is the social model of the principle of 
identification, and without the principle there would be no exchange; it is 
through exchange that non-identical individuals and performances become 
commensurable… The spread of the principle imposes on the whole world 
an obligation to become identical, to become total. But if we denied the 
greater glory of the irreducibly qualitative, that parity should no longer be 
the ideal rule… The exchange of equivalents has long since consisted in just 
this, that unequal things would be exchanged in its name, that the surplus 
value of labour would be appropriated. If comparability as a category of 
measure were simply annulled, the rationality which is inherent in the 
exchange principle — as rationality, of course, but also as promise — 
would give way to direct appropriation, to force, and nowadays to the 
naked privilege of monopolies and cliques. 51  

 

                                                 
51 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, pp.146-7.  
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The second sense of the notion of identity thinking also entails an exclusion or absence 

of certain aspects or properties of objects. However, this is neither an error nor the 

result of a particular social arrangement. Adorno contends that identity thinking is of 

thought itself. ‘To think’, he says is ‘to identify’52 and ‘the appearance of identity is 

inherent in thought itself.’53  

 

As thought, identifications dissect, characterise, schematise, classify, compare, 

abstract and the like.  The corollary of this is that identity mis-identifies. This is not only 

because there will always be properties of objects ignored or excluded by concepts 

(whilst others are summoned to the fore) but also because identity imposes 

universality onto particularity. Identity is ‘order-creating invariance over against the 

variation of what is grasped under it.’ 54 In this respect, he contends, identity is ‘false’ 

because identity requires its other, as the universal requires the particular.  Non-

identity is finally ineliminable from the very idea of identity.   

 

Analytically the non-identical appears as a necessary but limiting concept. It is 

necessary, in that it is required and inexhaustible in the nature of concepts themselves, 

and limiting because the non-identical cannot be expressed directly through 

identifications without contradiction (once identified, the non-identical would cease to 

be non-identical). For Adorno, however, the reason that non-identity is necessary and 

finally ineffable is not because what it designates is the Kantian object as thing-in-

                                                 
52 Ibid. p,5. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Ibid. p.153. 
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itself, but rather because it refers to the other in identity and identity’s inherent mis-

identinty - its inability to completely swallow the object. 

 

The requirement for thought to be incomplete (and incomplete-able) has the 

paradoxical upshot that 'what is, is more than it is'.55 At its dialectic, logical core, 

identity thinking would ultimately negate itself if it were fully able to grasp its object. 

Indeed, for Adorno the idea of dialectic is itself negated if - as in Hegel - it could reach 

a non-dialectical, total, resolved identity. ‘Antinomy explodes the system, whose only 

idea is the attained identity, which as anticipated identity, as finitude of the infinite, is 

not at one with itself.’ 56  

 

Unlike Hegel’s speculative identity in which there is finally an identity between identity 

and non-identity, Adorno’s dialectic can be understood as 'the non-identity of identity 

and non-identity.' 57 A true dialectic for Adorno must remain restlessly negative in 

method and in nature. He therefore rejects Hegel's dialectic in its final synthetic, 

affirmative character wherein the concept identifies the object in its immanent 

totality; in which the Absolute is reached and the 'whole is true'. 58

 

                                                 
55 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p.161. 
56 Adorno, The Metacritique of Epistemology,  p.135. 
57 S. Jarvis, Adorno: A Critical introduction, (New York: Routledge, 1998)  p. 173. 
58 According to Hegel: ‘The need of philosophy can satisfy itself by simply penetrating 
to the principle of nullifying all fixed oppositions and connecting the limited to the 
absolute. This satisfaction found in the principle of absolute identity is characteristic of philosophy as 
such.’  G.W.F Hegel, The Difference Between Fitche and Shelling’s System of Philosophy, trans. W. Cerf, 
(New York: New York Press, 1977), p. 112. 
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On the paradoxical logic of the concepts of total identity Adorno notes; 'totality is to be 

opposed by convicting it of non-identity with itself – of the non-identity it denies, 

according to its own concept.' 59 And elsewhere: ’the anti-dialectical principle, that 

logic which, more arithmetico (in mathematical fashion) chalks up minus times minus 

as a plus, wins out in the innermost core of dialectic itself.’60

 

The relationship between reification and thought shares this logic but with an 

important ideological and material twist. Like identity, reification as it pertains to 

thought is not a mistake. Far from it, reification refers to conceptual dissection and 

concept formation - to the act of framing or cutting out something as having 

significance. Rendered by thought, objects or certain features of objects become ‘a 

thing’ inasmuch as they come to have meaning or significance for us. Adorno’s 

materialism for which ‘society precedes the subject’ 61 and ‘Man is a result, not an 

eidos’ 62 shows that significance is not arbitrarily posited. It is formed instead out of a 

material, prior, and objective relationship with our world and experience.  

 

For Adorno, even the notion of the absolutely arbitrary concept is contradictory63 . If 

the object was stripped of all the qualities and identifications that we experience in it, 

                                                 
59 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p. 147. 
60 Ibid. p. 158. 
61 Ibid. p.120. 
62 Adorno, Subject and Object, p. 511. 
63 Peter Dew’s article* on Postructuralism and Adorno explains how Nietzsche’s argument follows very 
closely the internal logic of identity structured on patterns of inclusion and exclusion and the limitations 
of correspondence theories of truth. 
 
Although Neitzsche and Adorno’s set up the argument regarding identity’s limitations in similar terms he 
would disagree with Neittzsche’  x as being entirely a contruct. 
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it would effectively be thought of as a purely conceptual - and hence unimaginable -  

construct.  Adorno agues that even the ‘ “X”, which is inaccessible and indefinable to 

us’ is itself a subjectivist reification of our categorical architecture.    

 
Opposing the solid to the chaotic and mastering nature would never 
succeed without a moment of solidity in the subjugated. Or else it would 
constantly expose the subject as a lie. Just sceptically disputing that 
moment as a whole and localizing it in the subject, is no less hubris that the 
absoluteization of the schemata of conceptual order. 64  

 

Not only does the function of the notion of chaos as a singularity or universal 

belie its relationship with the notion of stability, but says Adorno, stability is 

evident in experience itself. 65

                                                                                                                                               
 
He writes: ‘Just as it is certain that one leaf is never quite like another, so it is certain that the concept 
leaf is constructed by an arbitrary dropping of individual differences, through a forgetting of what 
differentiates; and this awakens the idea that there is something in nature besides leaves which would 
be ‘leaf’, that is to say an original form, according to which all leaves are woven, drawn, circumscribed, 
coloured, curled, painted, but by clumsy hands, so that no example emerges correctly and reliably as a 
true copy of the original form... The overlooking of the individual gives us the form, whereas nature 
knows no forms and no concepts, and also no species, but only an X, which is inaccessible and 
indefinable to us.’ (F. Neitzsche, ‘On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense’ (1873) in The Neitzsche Reader 
(Oxord: Blackwell Publishing Ltd: 2006), pp. 114 – 123, ( p. 117). 

 
In this respect, ‘Truth’ says Nietzsche ‘is the kind of error without which a certain species of life cannot 
live’. (F. Nietzsche, The Will to Power ,trans. W. Kaufman, (New York: Random House: 1967), pp.  266–7).      
 
‘The assumption that the ‘non-identical’ left behind by the concept is merely an inaccessible and 
indefinable X, the belief that ‘nature knows no forms and no concepts’, is itself the result of the primacy 
of the universal in identity-thinking. Adorno’s argument is that pure singularity is itself an abstraction, 
the waste-product of identity-thinking.’  (P. Dews, ‘Adorno,‘Post-Structuralism, and the Critique of 
Identity’, New Left Review,  No. 157, May-June, 1986, pp. 28-44. (p.10). 
 
* P. Dews, ‘Adorno,‘Post-Structuralism, and the Critique of Identity’, New Left Review,  No. 157, May-
June, 1986, pp. 28-44. 
 
64 T. W. Adorno, ‘Against Epistemology: A Metacritique’ in The Adorno Reader, p. 126.  
65  He writes: ‘One argument for primacy of the object is indeed incompatible with Kant's doctrine of 
constitution: that in modern natural science, the ratio peers over the very wall it has built, that it grabs a 
snippet of what differs with its well-honed categories. Such broadening of the ratio shatters 
subjectivism. But what defines the prior object as distinct from its subjective trappings is 
comprehensible in the conditionality of what conditions it, in that which in turn defines the categorical 
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The Prison of Identity and Reification  

If identity is necessarily mis-identity and that which is identified is necessarily a reified 

artifice then we find that despite his materialist philosophy we are in principle locked 

inside concepts and second nature: in perpetual immanence, unable to experience the 

world except through the formative and hence deformative lenses of abstraction and 

our social forms. In terms of epistemology, the aporetic nature and reificatory 

tendency of concepts have profound implications because knowledge as typically 

conceived - as identity - becomes fundamentally problematic, beset with deformities, 

error and contradiction.  Indeed, inasmuch as Adorno explicitly states that dialectical 

method entails ‘the consistent sense of non-identity’66, the logic of dialectics follows 

the form of the necessary non-identity of identity. Both as method and as 

identification, dialectic must, therefore, negate even itself. Towards the end of 

Negative Dialectics, Adorno writes: ‘Dialectic is obliged to make a final move…, it must 

now turn even against itself’. And later; ‘Contrary to its own tendency’, critique must 

‘remain within the medium of the concept’ and ‘can reach no further than the claim of 

identity’ 67 Under its own weight, its mis-identity with itself, Adorno’s negative method 

collapses upon itself.  

 

                                                                                                                                               
apparatus it is to be defined by, according to the subjectivist pattern. (Adorno, ‘Subject and Object’ in 
The Adorno Reader,  p.503. 
66 Ibid. P. 5. 
67 Adorno, Negative Diualectics,  p. 406. 
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The limits of conceptual identification curtail any type of comprehensive knowledge 

that might finally get beyond concepts and hence contradiction. There is no getting 

beyond mediation and hence reification because the given is not the world per se, as 

entity. It is, instead, the world for us and is hence formed and preformed by our 

categories and history. The parallel mirrors of our lived, experienced world and our 

concepts, function as an echo chamber.  This is not an error in thinking or reality but a 

condition of possible experience and for this reason, knowledge including critique 

must remain immanent. There is no privileged philosophical access to an unmediated 

world or self outside of concepts: thinking is always and everywhere formed and 

preformed by the limits of identity and our forms of living.  

 

As we’ll see in the following section, this difficulty is complicated further because 

Adorno is clear about the goal of philosophy which, he says, is ‘against Wittgenstein to 

say what cannot be said.’ He goes on to write: ‘The simple contradiction of this 

demand is the contradiction of philosophy itself; it qualifies philosophy as dialectic, 

before it gets entangled only in its own contradictions. The task of philosophical self-

reflexion consists in unpacking this paradox…’ 68  

 

Adorno does not say that the paradox of the ineffable can or should be resolved. 

Indeed, Adorno is quite clear that thought or representational thought at least will not 

be sufficient to grasp the ineffable. ‘The materialist longing to grasp the thing 

                                                 
68 Ibid. p. 9. 
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conceptually, wills the opposite: the full object can only be thought without images.’ 69 

The aim of negative dialectics is in a sense to go beyond rationality, and conceptual 

restrictions, by means of them. To ‘use the force of the subject to break through the 

deception of constitutive subjectivity’ 70

 

Utopia, Constellations and the Name 

Dialectics is the self-consciousness of the objective context of delusion; it 
does not mean to have escaped from that context. Its objective goal is to 
break out of the context from within. 71

 

If truth indicates something beyond identity that is thereby ineffable, how are we to 

approach the task of obtaining it? For Adorno, dialectic is underpinned by the 

appearance of contradiction which reveals the inadequacy of concepts - their untruth. 

So, where Hegel says, ‘Truth in philosophy means that concept and external reality 

correspond’72, in important ways Adorno would agree with him – ‘…there should be no 

contradiction, no antagonism.’ 73 In opposition to Hegel, however, Adorno’s 

materialism entails that contradictions appear in reality and not merely in relationship 

to thought. Contradictions inhere in objects in that they are products of a false and 

antagonistic social totality. ‘The object of a mental experience is an antagonistic 

system itself – antagonistic in reality, not just in conveyance to the knowing subject 

that rediscovers itself therein!’ 74 Contradiction refers to the nature of thought,  

identity or concepts, and also the world in which we live. If Adorno is right in saying 

                                                 
69 Ibid. p. 207. 
70 Ibid. p. xx. 
71 Ibid. p. 406. 
72 G. W. F Hegel,  Philosophy of Right, trans. S. W. Dyde, (Kitchner: Batoche Books, 2001), p. 42. 
73 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p. 149. 
74 Ibid. p. 10. 
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that our social and material world shapes our conceptual landscape, then an 

interesting implication is that contradictions in thought might be overcome if the 

world and our relationship with it were no longer antagonistic. This state of 

reconciliation between subject and object, concept and thing is the utopian dream of 

idealism - the ‘hidden longing’ of concepts and dialectics more generally.  The 

contradiction inherent in concepts bespeaks their normativity. 

 

Living in the rebuke that the thing is not identical with the concept is the 
concept’s longing to become identical with the thing. This is how the sense 
of non-identity contains identity. The supposition of identity is indeed the 
ideological element of pure thought, all the way through to formal logic; 
but hidden in it is also the truth moment of ideology. 75

 

In an antagonistic world, ‘dialectics’, says Adorno, ‘is the ontology of the wrong state 

of things’76. Conversely, a ‘right state of things’, a non antagonistic world would entail 

the end of dialectics. As he says, ‘the right state of things of things would be free from 

it (dialectics): neither a system nor a contradiction.’ 77 The end of dialectics is the end 

of itself: ‘it dismantles the coercive logical character of its own course.’ 78  In contrast 

to arguments concerning the logical of identity and reification, the difficult question 

that emanates from Adorno’s view of the possibility of ‘the right state of things’ is 

whether contradiction is in the end inherent in any possible language or merely in an 

antagonistic reality.   

 

                                                 
75 Ibid. p. 150. 
76 Ibid. p. 11. 
77 Ibid 
78 Ibid. p. 6. 
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What makes this logic problematic (and beguiling), however, is the fact that subject 

and object cannot be understood in isolation – they are the front and back, so to 

speak, of our experience.   

Neither the undistinguished unity of subject and object nor their 
antithetical hostility. In its proper place, even epistemologically, the 
relationship of subject and object would lie in the realization of peace 
among humans as well as between humans and their other. Peace is the 
state of distinctness without domination, with the distinct participating in 
each other. 79  

 

Moreover, the correct relationship between subject and object maintains the 

separation - it is not elimination but a reconfiguration. This reconfiguration can only be 

understood in terms of potentiality and negation in relation to what is the case. In 

Aesthetic Theory, Adorno likens this reconfiguration to a ‘child searching for a chord 

never previously heard’.  But, he says: ‘This chord…was always there; the possible 

combinations are limited and actually everything that can be played on it is implicitly 

given in the keyboard’.80

  

Adorno develops Walter Benjamin’s conception of constellations81 to describe a 

dialectical combination of concepts that is able to reconfigure critique and bring it 

closer towards truth. Through providing an account of Adorno’s rather opaque notion 

of constellations I will also explain what his notion of philosophical truth pertains to 

and how it relates to Adorno’s conception of utopia.  

                                                 
79 Ibid. p. 118. 
80 T.W. Adorno: Aesthetic Theory, ed. Tiedemann, Rolf, trans. Hullot-Kentor, Robert (London: The 
Athlone Press Ltd, 1997) p. 32. 
81 Walter Benjamin characterises constellations as follows: ’ideas are related to objects as constellations 
are to stars.’ (W. Benjamin, The Origins of German Traffic Drama, trans. J. Osborne (London: New Left 
Books, 1977), p. 34.)   
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As an interpretative device, and one never wholly capable of breaking through 

immanence or concepts, constellations deploy a configuration of concepts against 

themselves in the hope of unlocking the truth about a given object. Constellations 

form a snapshot of the relationship of a combination of concepts to an object. Because 

individual concepts invariably miss their mark, it becomes necessary to refer to other 

concepts to adjust or correct these insufficiencies. These modifying concepts also 

prove insufficient in their own way. As he says: ‘the determinable flaw in every 

concept makes it necessary to cite others.’82  Adorno’s hope is that a group or 

constellation of individually insufficient though correlated concepts that maintains the 

tension between the universal and particular might form an approximation of the truth 

of an historical reality or phenomenal object;  might reveal ‘the process, which (the 

object) has stored up within itself.’ 83   

 

Adorno characterises constellations as follows: ‘Constellation is not system. Everything 

does not become resolved, everything does not come out even; rather, one moment 

sheds light on the other, and the figures that the individual moments form together 

are specific signs and a legible script.’84   

 

And in Negative Dialectics: 

 
Only constellations represent from without what the concept has cut away 
within: the ‘more’ which the concept is equally desirous and incapable of 

                                                 
82 Adorno, Negative Dialecics, p. 53. 
83 Ibid. p. 163. 
84 T. W. Adorno, Hegel, 3 Studies (1963), trans. S. W. Nicholson, (Baskerville: MIT Press, 1993), p. 109.  
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being. By gathering around the object of cognition, the concepts 
potentially determine the object’s interior. They attain, in thinking, what 
was necessarily excised from thinking. 85

 

The moments of this legible script - what Susan Buck Morss has likened to a 

hieroglyph86 -  serve as a conceptual chart that refers to meanings that do not inhere 

in the points or ‘stars’ themselves but instead reveal themselves negatively through 

their relationships with each other and their object. The architecture of these negative 

elements or ‘moments’ of a constellation forms so as to illuminate the historical 

becoming sedimented or ‘concretised’ within the object: a mediated socio-historical 

interpretation of the object.  

 

This notion of the ‘more’ which the concept desires and its correlation with truth is 

explored by David Kaufmann. In his essay Correlations, Constellations and the Truth: 

Adorno's ontology of redemption Kaufmann argues that Adorno uses a secularised 

version of the theological notion of the Name to refer to a model of the utopian and 

impossible hope in concepts - that they might legitimately approximate, and correctly 

relate to, their objects. In this respect the notion of the Name provides a useful model 

of how thinking might be. A correct mode of thinking, Adorno says, has its ‘distant and 

vague archetype in names which do not spin their web categorically over the thing, 

although this cost them their cognitive function.’ 87 The idea is that the Name does not 

                                                 
85 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 164. 
86 As she says; ’constellations are not unlike hieroglyphs, uniting the perceptual and the conceptual.’ [S. 
Buck-Morss, The Origin of Negative Dialectics: Theodor W. Adorno, Walter Benjamin, and the Frankfurt 
Institute (New York: The Free Press, 1979), p. 102.]  
87 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 62. 
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refer to a concept as such - ‘not a category, not a timeless, universalising abstraction.’ 

88 The Name neither fully covers objects nor truly defines its own concept.  

In this model of thinking we find universal and particular co-existing without 

domination. This rational relationship between subject and object or universal and 

particular presents us with a form of experience akin in this respect to the stand point 

of redemption.  A non affirmative rationality emerges as the philosophical response to 

an irrational and damaging form of experience and of living. In the face of a damaged, 

false life, hope, says Adorno, is found in the renunciation of its character.  

 
The only philosophy which can be responsibly practised in face of despair is 
the attempt to contemplate all things as they would present themselves 
from the standpoint of redemption.89

 

Adorno’s critique of the existing world, forms out of considerations of its material 

condition relative to its idealised condition. In place of the totalising perspective, 

Adorno’s negative and constellational method seek out contradictions in order to point 

beyond them to a non-antagonistic world and understanding. The normative force we 

find in contradictions demonstrates in negative form how things ought to be. The 

object’s truth and untruth then is both what it is or has become, and also what it 

should be.  

 

The negative proof of this appears for Adorno in the contradiction of identity itself. 

Identity’s untruth - its antagonistic relationship with the object - functions as ‘the 

                                                 
88 D. Kaufmann, ‘Correlations, Constellations and the Truth: Adorno's ontology of redemption’ in 
Philosophy and Social Criticism vol. 26 no 5, (SAGE Publications, 2000) pp. 62–80, p.68. 
89 T. W. Adorno, Minima Moralia, (London: Verso, 1999) p. 247. 
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inverted figure of truth.’ 90 Using the Platonic notion of ideas as ‘negative signs’ to 

represent this sense of what is, but is not - yet, Adorno goes on to say that ‘Ideas live in 

the caves between what things claim to be and what they are. Utopia would be above 

identity and contradiction, a being together of diversity.’ 91  In this way, the 

constellational method seeks out the spaces and contradictions in concepts. ‘It 

illuminates the specificity of the object….It does not offer a simple system of signs for 

cognitive function. Where it essentially appears as language, where it becomes 

presentation, it does not define concepts.’ 92

 

Adorno views the figure of the constellation as the only way currently towards correct 

interpretation of the object as ‘Other’. As a method that is neither structured 

presentation nor definition, constellations appear to grasp negatively, and only 

fleetingly in kaleidoscopic fashion the truth of the historical actuality of the object and 

its untruth in view of its actuality and potentiality: what it isn’t but could be for us. The 

form of the constellation where legible is not a representation, language or image but 

instead appears as something beyond representation that aims at the thing-itself. If it 

were understood as an image or representation, as a universal or singularity, it would 

revert back in to ‘idolatry’ and ‘mythic enthrallment’, the totality of which Adorno says 

‘blends into a wall for reality’.93 To see through and beyond this wall is to see through 

the lenses of utopia – what Adorno will call redemption. The actuality of this 

                                                 
90 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p. P151. 
91 Ibid. p. 151. 
92 Ibid. p. 162. 
93 Ibid. p. 205. 
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redemptive peace entails an all but unimaginable radical change in our socio-

economic, cultural and rational lives.  

 

The object’s failure to live up to what it might be - its idea - points to the failures of 

relentless identity thinking that beset the world and the possibility instead that the 

object might be understood in a form similar to the Name; that of a non-totalising and 

self reflexively inadequate but apposite thought - ‘…those constellations, into which 

alone something of the Name has passed.’ 94 The object as disclosed by constellations 

traces in outline a negative form of its appearance as having failed its possibility. As 

having failed itself.   

The language of philosophy comes close to the Name through its negation. 
What the language of philosophy criticizes in words, their pretence to 
immediate truth, is almost always the ideology of a positive, existing 
identity between word and thing. 95

 

Kauffman summarises well when he says, ‘The truth of an object, then, is not only 

what it has become but what it should be. Adorno’s return to the object – his ontology 

– does not allow one to rest in the object’s positivity, but demands that one see in the 

object the outlines of what should be the case.’ 96  

 

Some commentators have noted that in this context, Adorno’s materialism - his 

ontology – operates in a form not unlike Apophatic or Negative Theology.97 If the 

                                                 
94 Ibid. p. 53. 
95 Ibid.  p. 63. 
96 D. Kaufman, ‘Correlations, Constellations and the Truth: Adorno's ontology of redemption’ p. 73.  
97 James Gordon Finlayson’s puts it like this; ‘there is a significant philosophical dimension to negative or 
apophatic theology, which is not specifically religious, and has to do with the unknowability and 
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object is by definition ineffable, to understand it we need to understand it negatively: 

in relation to what it is not. A purely positive conception of what the object is would be 

an imposition of an artifice, or construct of ideology.  

 
It is only in the absence of images that the full object could be conceived. 
Such absence concurs with the theological ban on images. Materialism 
brought that ban into secular form by not permitting Utopia to be 
positively pictured; this is the substance of its negativity. At its most 
materialistic, materialism comes to agree with theology. 98  

 
 
And in Minima Moralia: ‘In the end hope, wrested from reality by negating it, is 

the only form in which appears.’99

 

For Adorno, the end of suffering and of pain forms the material impulse for utopian 

idealism. The spontaneous somatic experience of pain cannot, he says, be reduced 

further. Undeniable human suffering—a fact of unreason– is an ultimate consideration 

of experience and in this is more potent than reason.  

 

The modes of understanding that our forms of life perpetuate are formed in suffering. 

Attending to this material truth of experience means that ‘the correct life would 

consist in the shape of resistance against the forms of a false life, which has been seen 

through and critically dissected by the most progressive minds.’ 100 Truth for Adorno 

becomes part and parcel of materiality in that its aim is to understand lived experience 

through corrected demythologised but idealistic lenses. However, for the many 

                                                                                                                                               
ineffability of God.’ [ J. G. Finlayson, ‘On Not Being Silent in the Darkness: Adorno’s Singular 
Apophaticism’ (forthcoming in Adorno and Religion, ed. M. Waggoner, Indiana University Presss, 2009). 
From Finlayson’s website: http://jamesgordonfinlayson.net
98 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p. 207. 
99 Adorno, Minima Moralia, p.98. 
100 T.W. Adorno Probleme der Moralphilosophie, ed. T. Schröder (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1997). p. 249.     
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reasons adduced, not least that it is ideal, utopia becomes ‘the illusory belief that from 

figures of the unreal one day, in spite of everything, real deliverance will come.’ 101  

 

Adorno’s pessimism is breathtaking in depth. In his eyes, we are so far removed from 

rational and sane living; so bent on destroying each other and the world, and 

rationality and judgement is so malformed and debased, that all experience contains 

falsehood and exploitation and hence all rationality is suspected of carrying forms of 

domination, blind instrumentality and irrational, violent thinking. But in all of these too 

are traces of human instinct and impulse; not merely a mistake. In response to the 

experience of suffering, rationality should be compelled to seek to remove it. For 

Adorno when we think against the realities of suffering and the forms of life that 

perpetuate it, we find hope in the possibility of rationality and redemption. Adorno is 

unambiguous about the inherent rational force of moral truths. As he says: ‘One ought 

not to torture: there ought to be no concentration camps.’ 102  

 
‘There is tenderness only in the coarsest demand that no-one should go 
hungry anymore. Every other seeks to apply to a condition that ought to be 
determined by human needs, a mode of human conduct adapted to 
production as an end in itself.’103  

 

And perhaps most famously: ‘In the condition of their unfreedom Hitler has 

imposed a new categorical imperative on human beings, namely: to order their 

                                                 
101 Adorno, Minima Moralia, p.121.  
102 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p.  281. 
103 Adorno, Minima Moralia,  P. 156. 
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thought and actions such that Auschwitz never reoccur, nothing similar ever 

happen.’ 104

  

As we’ve seen above, Adorno will frequently present the truth and rational response 

to our material and cultural condition in hermeneutic-theological terms. In the 

following passage from Minima Moralia we see him invoking an outright (if qualified) 

messianic hope. It is qualified because redemption or utopia would not be a static or 

absolute state but contain something more of the Name – a non dominatory use of 

reason allowing objects to speak without the compulsion to entirely engulf them under 

concepts.  

Knowledge has no light but that shed on the world by redemption: all else 
is reconstruction, mere technique Perspectives must be fashioned that 
displace and estrange the world, reveal it to be, with its rifts, and crevices, 
as indigent and distorted as it will appear one day in the messianic light. . . . 
But beside the demand thus placed on thought, the question of the reality 
or unreality of redemption itself hardly matters. 105  

 

Chapter One Conclusion 

Via an argument from the conditions of experience, Adorno demonstrates the 

preponderance of the object; the logical and actual requirement for a material and 

prior world that exists independently of consciousness. Whilst prima facie this rescues 

the object from the incoherence implicit in total constitutive subjectivism, the 

                                                 
104 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p. 358. 
105 Adorno, Minima Morali, p. 247. 
 
He goes on to say in Negative Dialecics: ‘The impulse, intramental and somatic in one, drives beyond the 
conscious sphere…. With it, freedom extends to the realm of experience. Its phantasm … is the 
phantasm of reconciling nature and the mind…It is a flash of light between the poles of something long 
past, something grown all but unrecognisable, and that which some day might come to be.’ (Adorno, 
Negative Dialectics, p. 229) 
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epistemic limits of identity thinking pose no small problem for a possible 

understanding of the object as a contingent, empirical, and material entity. If 

philosophical truth is to aim at the object as non-identity then the fact that identity is 

unavoidable in thinking per se certainly appears to render the non-identical ineffable. 

This is not so much to charge Adorno with incoherence as to point out that epistemic 

limits are inherent in his philosophy and negative method . Indeed, the notion of the 

non-identical is synonymous with the ineffable. Against this ineffability, however, 

Adorno provides us with both a fundamental (albeit qualified) materialist ontology - in 

which all experience and thought is necessarily entwined with material reality and 

material forces - and an epistemological theory of constellations.  

 

Starting with the latter, rather opaque notion of constellations: Adorno’s describes a 

mode of thinking that enables us to form an idea capable of seeing through identity, 

through appearance, and reaching an approximation of what might be called the 

object’s truth in its social-historical actuality. Constellations, however, appear 

incredibly fragile and given the ineffability of the knowledge gleaned or 'seen’ in them, 

that knowledge could well approximate mystical awareness or intuition.  

 

Adorno’s materialist philosophy on the other hand demonstrates both the necessary 

priority of the object and the inextricable entwinement of material, natural and social 

realities in all thinking and experience. This is Adorno’s axial twist of Kant’s philosophy 

of subjective constitution because the very shape of thought and experience (and 

hence identifications), although necessarily mediated by consciousness, is formed by, 
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and reflected in the materiality of our existence - by our physical, social, economic, 

psychological, ideological and cultural realities. All concepts, however abstract, bear 

the mark of material existence.  

 

The relationship between rational understanding and our lived material existence see 

particularly vivid expression in Adorno’s social and moral theories. As the logic and 

realities of capitalism enmesh themselves more broadly and more deeply in every 

aspect of experience, living is saturated ever-more by dominatory thinking, alienation, 

narcissism and forms of violence. The irrationality and violence found in our forms of 

living concurs with the irrationality and violence of our thought.  The ubiquity of 

subjectivism and of identitarian modes of thinking is perpetuated and exploited by our 

social forms so that we are only able to relate to and understand objects in their 

reified, commodified reality. As formed by our particular culture and its categories, our 

identifications and experiences remove us from the object. For in order to be rational, 

according to Adorno, thought and ultimately experience must aim to relate to the 

object in its particularity; beyond the myopia and subjectivism of our culture and its 

limitations. But to see beyond our culture and our ideologies would in a sense be to go 

outside of our minds because all thinking is in its way saturated by identity, ideology 

and culture. Indeed for Adorno it is unclear whether or not thinking would even be 

possible were it not constrained in this way.  

 

When both material and subjective components are combined, we reach the 

paradoxical conclusion that it is precisely because we are bound by the nature of lived 
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experience that we are cut off from that experience. In other words, because the 

entwinement of materiality and subjectivity in all experience is one of mediation, 

material reality (not least as evidenced in capitalist society) constitutes and reflects our 

conceptual categories and hence ideologies. In this way, the material or non-identical 

facets of experience themselves both shape and at the same time obscure the object 

of knowledge and thought from themselves. On the subject’s side we find not only that 

experience and thought is limited by its own logic, but furthermore that the 

industrialised and bureaucratised social world is itself an embodiment of identity 

thinking. By obliterating particularity and transforming all things as best as we can to 

our categories we are in a sense removing the object from itself. One need only think 

of man’s ordering of the natural and social worlds to see this in operation.  

 

As a result of these limitations, we find that for Adorno the only critique of our world 

feasible - and also the only strategy available for understanding particularity - is 

rendered immanent and negative. Both materiality and non-identity exist inside and 

outside our knowledge and it is for this reason that to truly begin to understand non-

identity and particularity, for Adorno we are required to attempt to think against 

thought. Constellational thinking, Adorno argues, expresses the relationship to non-

identity because it recognises the contradictions, tensions and inconsistencies 

generated by the very attempt to think the ineffable. As opposed to identity thinking, 

the goal of constellational thought is to see through identifications by means of their 

own inadequacies - to present what the concept refers to in relation to what it elides. 
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In this respect, constellations aim at non-identity whilst recognising and expressing the 

prison of identity and our social forms.            

 

I want to move in to the next chapter by very briefly restating the central epistemic 

limits that Adorno places on thinking. It is in the foundations of Roy Bhaskar’s critical 

realist theory that some of these difficulties might be reconceptualised and revisited.  

 

As we’ve seen, Adorno’s negative dialectic is self consciously rendered self defeating 

because (1.) Ideology constrains possible thought, language, understanding, rationality 

and experience and (2.) Identifications in principle cannot grasp their object because of 

their internal logic. 
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Chapter Two: Bhaskar - A Theory of Depth 

 

My intention here is to sketch out some of Bhaskar’s key arguments and in so doing 

look at their similarities with and differences to Adorno’s thought. In many ways, both 

share conceptual landscapes and strategies. For both, the failings of subjectivism and 

naïve realism can be seen in their central assumptions and implications. For Bhaskar, 

like Adorno, the necessary priority of the object demonstrates the fundamental 

failures of subjectivism as a philosophical perspective. Similarly, his critique aims 

squarely at reductionist epistemologies and their ontological assumptions. Bhaskar’s 

realism is underpinned by a deduction of the object’s priority in the mediated 

relationship between mind and matter. For both Bhaskar and Adorno, the actuality of 

experience is necessarily shot through with materiality and our natural, psychologically 

and socially constituted selves. In contrast to Adorno, however, Bhaskar’s depth 

ontology and theory of absence allow us to see that although understanding is 

necessarily constrained by social-historical realities (what he calls epistemic relativism), 

this limitation does not entail that understanding and critique are incapable of 

reaching out beyond concepts and to a lesser or greater degree understanding the 

nature of the world and object’s therein accurately. 

 

Whilst their arguments clearly share much, it is important to restate here that in many 

ways their areas of study differ widely. Chief amongst these differences is perhaps that 

unlike Adorno, Bhaskar will draw heavily upon the nature and possibility of science and 

scientific discourse in support of his most fundamental positions. Except perhaps 
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through his general critique of the failings of positivism, Adorno on the other hand 

operates out-with an analysis of scientific method.106  

 

 Bhaskar’s depth ontology is founded on arguments from the actualities of scientific 

work. What science shows, he says, is that the typical philosophical conception of the 

object that has been handed down in philosophy’s history has led to serious error and 

in so doing arrested the fruitful development of both philosophical enquiry and the 

social sciences more generally. Bhaskar’s ontological argument repositions 

epistemological debate and theory building by showing that instead of attempting to 

understand objects as discrete atomistic entities (and presuming that this is in fact 

what they are) we should rather view reality and the objects therein in their complex 

depth: their interrelationships; operations or manifestations at various levels of reality; 

and as being subject to powerful emergent forces and generative mechanisms. When 

conceived of in this way, he says, many of the errors in philosophy and social theory 

are resolved and surpassed.      

 

In the concluding chapter, I will examine how, if at all, Bhaskar’s arguments concerning 

a structured and deep ontology can ground a critical examination of the tenability of 

                                                 
106 Remarking on this ambivalence towards science, Wiggershaus says: ‘When he (Adorno) critiscized 
science, it often remained unclear whether he really meant (a) the positivist conception of science, (b) 
the sciences in their existing form (whether or not this form was adequately grasped by positivist 
scientific theory) or (c) the individual scientific disciplines with their division of labour.’ (R. Wiggershaus, 
The Frankfurt School: Its History, Theories, and Political Significance, trans. M . Robertson (USA: Polity 
Press, 1995). P.594.) 
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particular key assumptions that underpin some of the difficulties we have seen in 

Adorno’s thinking.  

 

The Epistemic and Ontic Fallacies 

Bhaskar employs what he calls a transcendental argument to demonstrate the 

necessary existence of a prior and external reality and hence its absolute requirement 

in any coherent philosophy. Like Adorno, Bhaskar’s argument begins by demonstrating 

that as a condition of possibility, all experience, all thinking and identity, presuppose a 

real, physical world. Bhaskar calls this referential detachment: the understanding that 

the knowing subject must take as read an object to be known that is materially distinct 

from itself. Or, as Adorno would put it: ‘Without specific thoughts, thinking would 

contravene its very concept, and these thoughts instantly point to entities.’ 107  

 

Bhaskar explains the basis of his transcendental realism, referential detachment, thus:   

 
This is the detachment of the act of reference from that to which it refers. 
This establishes at one and the same time the existential intransitivity of a 
being and the possibility of another reference to it, which is a condition of 
any intelligible discourse at all. 108  

 

Along these lines and in accordance with Adorno’s argument on mediation, Bhaskar 

will go on to demonstrate that transcendental idealist and empirical realist 

perspectives are incoherent. He argues that they conflate (or collapse) either the 

epistemic (subject) to the ontic (object) or vice versa. Moreover, like Adorno, he will 

                                                 
107 Adorno, Negative Dialectics,  p. 136. 
108 R. Bhaskar, Plato etc: the problems of philosophy and their resolution, (London: Verso, 1994),  p. 52.   
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show that both perspectives ultimately hinge upon subjectivist foundations. Bhaskar 

will use two closely related (as mirror images) terms to refer to their errors: the 

epistemic and ontic fallacies. 

 

The epistemic fallacy  is described by Bhaskar as:  

 
The view that statements about being can be reduced to or analysed in 
terms of statements about knowledge; i.e. that ontological questions can 
always be transposed into epistemological terms.’ According to Bhaskar it 
will ‘result in the systematic dissolution of the idea of a world (which I shall 
here metaphorically characterise as an ontological realm) independent of 
but investigated by science. 109  

 

And the ontic fallacy: ‘The definition or assumption of the compulsive determination of 

knowledge by being.’ 110

 

In the ontic fallacy, knowledge is understood as coming from a direct, unmediated 

relationship between subject and object. That is, the distinction between the world 

(and our experience of it) is collapsed and the contribution that our conceptual schema 

and cognitive and social realities bring to experience ignored. In effect this is a 

‘naturalization of knowledge’ and a ‘reification of facts and fetishism of their 

conjunctions’111. In its composition, the logic of this naïve realism leaves us tacitly with 

little more than an ontology of crude perception. Moreover, our epistemic categories 

are dehistorisised and universalised, inasmuch as they become conflated with the 

object itself.  

                                                 
109 R. Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science (New York: Routledge, 2008) p. 26. 
110 Bhaskar, Plato etc, p.397. 
111 R. Bhaskar. Dialectic: The Pulse of Freedom (London: Verso, 1993), p. 205. 
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The logic of the epistemic fallacy follows suit: the collapse of the distinction between 

the ontic and the epistemic, being and thought, can be seen in positivism and 

postmodernism alike112. The epistemic fallacy reduces the world to our classificatory 

framework and thence to language or ideology only. It assumes that being can be fully 

captured or represented by knowledge. Bhaskar, like Adorno is criticising those 

perspectives for which the world and experience is seen to be exhausted by our 

categories and understanding of them. As above, without a relationship to a non-

conceptual world, experience becomes tautological and incoherent.  

 

The fallacies are related in both form and function.  The relationship between the two 

is explicated clearly by Lewis Irwin on the web site for Critical Realism, on which he 

writes: 

 
The epistemic fallacy first projects the external world onto a subjective 
phenomenal map, then the ontic fallacy projects the phenomenal entities 
of that subjective map back out on the world as objective sense data, of 
which we have direct perceptual knowledge. So reality independent of 
thought is first subjectified, then the subjectified elements are objectified 
to explain and justify our knowledge. 113

 

Here we see how the ontic fallacy tends to follow the epistemic fallacy. Our 

understanding of the world is reduced to our abstractions and categories which are 

                                                 
112 As Collier puts it in his introduction to Bhaskar: ’In fact this fallacy pervades not only classical 
empiricism, where it originates (though Descartes must take much of the blame for setting philosophy 
off in this direction), but also Kant, the absolute idealists, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, pragmatism, logical 
positivism, linguistic philosophy, poststructuralism, and, in a rather different form, phenomenology and 
existentialism.’ A. Collier, Critical Realism: An Introduction to Roy Bhaskar's Philosophy (London: Verso, 
1994), p. 76.  
113 L. Irwin, ‘Epistemic and Ontic Fallacies’ 1997 entry in glossary of The Website for Critical Realism at 
http://www.raggedclaws.com/criticalrealism/    
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hypostasised or reified and read back in to the world – as inhering in the world. Both 

are borne out of subjectivist anthropomorphic error and ultimately from confusion 

between what Bhaskar will call the transitive (real/material world) domain and the 

intransitive (subjective/ideational) domain. (We will look at these domains in more 

detail shortly).  

 

As he says: 

 
Positivist philosophy is thus founded on two category mistakes: the 
derealisation of reality, i.e. the collapse of the ID [intransitive dimension], 
entraining the epistemologisation of being, covered and cloaked by the 
epistemic fallacy; and the desocialisation of science, i.e. the collapse of the 
TD [transitive dimension], resulting in the ontologisation of knowledge, the 
point of the exercise, manifesting and realising the ontic fallacy. 114

 

Bhaskar’s simultaneous critique of what Collier called the ‘anti naturalism of idealism 

and the reductive naturalism of empiricism’115 bears a striking similarity to Adorno’s 

critique of naïve realist and idealist philosophy. Indeed, acknowledging Adorno, he will 

refer to the results of adopting one or other (or both) of these fallacious perspectives 

as ‘identity thinking’. This, he says, ‘is the logisisation of being. There then follows the 

ontification of knowledge, overseen by the ontic fallacy (the dual of the epistemic 

fallacy, together effecting subject-object equivalence), characteristically producing 

what following Adorno, I will call identity-thinking.’116

 

                                                 
114 R. Bhaskar, Scientific Realism and Human Emancipation (London: Verso, 1987), p. 253.  
115 Collier, Critical Realism: An Introduction to Roy Bhaskar's Philosophy, p..237. 
116 Bhaskar, Dialectic: Pulse of Freedom,  p. 191. 
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Examination of forms of naïve reductionist philosophies and their error of equivalence 

or absolute identity (of subject and object) is for both Bhaskar and Adorno premised 

on a persistent mindfulness of the priority of the object, subject-object and object-

subject mediation and non-foundationalism. Bhaskar’s critique of positivism – of naïve 

empiricism – contains a number of distinct similarities to Adorno’s thought, not least 

of which is the sense that positivism is suffused with reductionist, subjectivist, 

ideological and anti-materialist error. ‘Six hundred years ago’ writes Bhaskar, 

‘Copernicus argued that the universe does not revolve around man. And yet in 

philosophy we still represent things as if it did’117, and again ‘Ontological actualism118, 

presupposing fixism, entails blockism and fetishism.’ 119   

 

As above, in order to undermine the mirror twins of positivism and 

postmodernism/poststructuralism Bhaskar will draw the basis for his depth ontology 

and realism, and many other substantial insights from an examination of the 

operations of the natural sciences. ‘What’, he asks, ‘are the conditions of the 

plausibility of an account of science?’120  

 

 

 

                                                 
117 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science,  p. 71. 
118 Essentially an epistemic fallacy, ‘actualism’ presupposes a closed universe, identical with our 
categories or identifications. Actualism views causal laws as constant conjunctions rather than powers 
or forces and ignores the fact that invariance is observed in nature but is rather, something produced by 
the experimenter. ‘It turns on Descartes’s conception of a perfect closed actualist … deductivist  body of 
science’ (Bhaskar, Plato etc, p. 187.). 
119 Bhaskar, Dialectic: Pulse of Feedom,  p. 192. 
120 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science, p. 8. 
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Realism and the Actuality of Science 

In his first book, A Realist Theory of Science, Bhaskar begins by demonstrating the 

epistemic and ontic fallacies contained in the foundations of classical empiricism and 

thence positivism. As he says, ‘Empirical realism is underpinned by a metaphysical 

dogma…the epistemic fallacy.’ 121 These errors reveal an implicit ontology that ensures 

that empiricist philosophy and the natural sciences have remained ‘out of phase’122  

with one another. This has the upshot that despite a requirement to acquiesce to the 

accuracy of science and scientific laws, philosophy is unable to properly make sense of 

how these laws could be acquired or understood as true. The implications of this for 

Bhaskar are profound. He introduces A Realist Theory of Science with the following: 

 
‘Central to the positivist vision of science is the Humean theory of causal 
laws. It is a principal concern of this study to develop some new arguments 
and show how they relate to more familiar ones against this still widely 
accepted theory. In particular I want to argue that not only is a constant 
conjunction of events not a sufficient, it is not even a necessary condition 
for a scientific law; and that it is only if we can establish the latter that we 
can provide an adequate rationale for the former. It has often been 
contended that a constant conjunction of events is insufficient but it has 
not so far been systematically argued that it is not necessary. This can, 
however, be shown by a transcendental argument from the nature of 
experimental activity.’ 123

 

Hume’s conclusions regarding causality are summed up well in the following from his 

Enquiries: 

 
‘When we look about us towards external objects, and consider the 
operation of causes, we are never able, in a single instance, to discover any 
power or necessary connexion; any quality; which binds the effect to the 
cause, and renders the one an infallible consequence of the other. We only 

                                                 
121 Ibid. p. 16. 
122 Ibid.  p. 13. 
123 Ibid.  p. 12. 
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find, that the one does actually, in fact, follow the other . . . . There is not, 
in any single, particular instance of cause and effect, anything which can 
suggest the idea of power or necessary connexion.’ 124

 

Hume’s argument is that at the empirical level, that is, in terms of what is actually 

perceived (as sense impressions only) our experience of what we call causation can 

only be explained as an inference (or at best an induction) from repeated experience 

of conjoined events; from the regularity we find of one event frequently following 

another (of event B regularly following event A). According to Hume, because we never 

see causal powers themselves (but only actually conjunction), on empiricist grounds 

we could never with certainty establish a necessary causal law. For Hume, the only 

certain or a priori knowledge we can have is limited to the relationships between our 

categories or ideas themselves. Of course Hume had not considered an argument like 

Kant’s transcendental synthetic a priori which demonstrates the possibility of certainty 

arising from contingent matters of fact.   

 

It should be noted here that Hume’s conclusions do not in fact deny the existence of 

causation (as is well attested in a variety of Hume scholarship125). This is a point 

                                                 
124 D. Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1777) ed. S. Buckle (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007) p. 59, (Sec. 63, 6). 
125 For example, following Norman Kemp Smith’s conclusions regarding Hume’s naturalism in The 
Philosophy of David Hume (London: Macmillan and Co, 1941), in her book Hume on Causation, Helen 
Beebee demonstrates that despite textual contradiction in accordance with a ‘sceptical realist’ account 
of causation Hume can be seen to argue for causation but limit our possible knowledge of it. As she says;  
‘Hume thinks that causation consist in what I shall call ‘real powers’. Real powers are thoroughly mind-
independent and are more than mere regular association. They are ‘secret’ and Hume’s definitions are 
‘imperfect’, because we cannot grasp their nature…because that nature is not revealed to us in sensory 
experience…Hume is a realist about causation, he believes in real powers, but is also sceptical about 
them, in the sense that…we cannot know or even conceive of their true nature.’ (Oxford: Routledge, 
2006, p.173. ). 
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Bhaskar appears to omit. Instead, Hume’s argument is only that possible knowledge of 

causation is limited to experience. On the other hand, Hume does indicate that in 

terms of what can be perceived, causation appears more as a habit of mind - a 

propensity chiefly. In terms of epistemology, causal laws for Hume are generalisations; 

an induction of the idea of constant conjunction in experience borne of the mental 

state of expecting the future to resemble the past. What we call causal law might then 

be seen as a reflection and thence reification of our habits of mind.    

 

Bhaskar’s critique aims to demonstrate contra Hume that constant conjunction is 

neither necessary nor sufficient to account for laws as discovered in science. For 

Bhaskar, Hume’s reasoning about causation (with regard to the epistemological limits 

he places on knowledge of it) is borne out of a category mistake. Essentially an 

epistemic fallacy, Hume’s account reduces what Bhaskar will call the emergent 

generative mechanisms in nature to their empirical grounds. It is this aspect of Hume’s 

argument that is characteristic of empirical realism. For Bhaskar, an inability to grasp 

ontological depth will result in a retreat to ‘surface’, to appearance, and an empirical 

realism, and from there, lead to a reduction to mind and the knowing subject (as in 

Hume’s habits of mind, Kant’s idealism, and the logical positivist’s tautologies).  

 

Bhaskar’s arguments against naïve empiricism and for a depth and stratified realism 

(as opposed to a ‘flat’ empirical realism) emanate from the observation that 

                                                                                                                                               
 As we’ll see, this understanding of causation agrees with significant aspects of Bhaskar’s own view but 
differs substantially in terms of knowledge of causation.     
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experimentation (in natural sciences at least) is typically conducted so as to allow or 

create the empirical detection of regular conjunctions or patterns. Experimentation in 

laboratory conditions, that is, in artificial or constructed conditions requires the 

elimination of certain forces or mechanisms in order to detect or establish one 

mechanism. Outside of experimental conditions (in the real world ‘out there’, in what 

Bhaskar will call the transitive domain), where other things are not equal, specific 

mechanisms affecting or pertaining to objects cannot be isolated from the variety of 

mechanisms that operate upon or pertain to it (e.g., gravity, air resistance, inertia, etc) 

and with each other. Indeed, these mechanisms may be undetectable with current 

technology or simply not manifest in any way that is even in principle intelligible. 

Under laboratory conditions, the events or conjunctions are created by the 

experimenter inasmuch as the environment is adjusted, controlled and modified to 

facilitate them, but this does not mean that the experimenter creates the operative 

mechanisms themselves. Indeed, for Bhaskar it could not mean this. To suppose that 

the laws detected in laboratory conditions are literally created there and do not 

actually relate to something ontological would be absurd.  

 

This straightforward argument from the possibility and actuality of science work forms 

the basis of Bhaskar’s transcendental realism because it demonstrates as a condition 

of possibility of science that in order for the experimenter to construct an environment 

in which they can recreate a pattern of events, there is a requirement for an operative 

generative mechanism to function that is not itself constructed by the experimenter. 
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As he says: 

 
It is a condition of the intelligibility of experimental activity that in an 
experiment the experimenter is a causal agent of a sequence of events but 
not of the causal law which the sequence of events enables him to identify.  
This suggests that there is an ontological distinction between scientific laws 
and patterns of events.’ 126 Hence, as Collier puts it; ‘experiments are 
windows on to the world of underlying mechanisms that usually operate 
unactualized. 127

 

Against empirical realism then, Bhaskar’s claim is that he has shown that a condition of 

actually existing experimentation (and scientific development) is that there are 

determinate causally efficacious generative mechanisms in the world (that we might 

call causal laws or tendencies) that operate in a complex open system and originate 

out-with the empirical level; that is, in deeper structures or layers in nature. It must be 

assumed that these mechanisms are in operation (or have the tendency to be in 

operation) and are more than the mere patterns detected in science work. Hence, 

constant conjunction is neither sufficient to explain science or scientific activity, nor is 

it necessary for ‘the assumption of the efficacy of law.’ 128 This argument, says 

Bhaskar, provides an ontological basis for the position that causal law (contra Hume) is 

distinct from perceived patterns of events and also that events themselves can be 

understood as distinct from our experiences of them. We must, argues Bhaskar, 

presuppose a structured and layered ontology. In his early writings, Bhaskar will 

schematise this depth ontology into three strata or domains: the empirical, actual and 

                                                 
126 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science,  p. 12. 
127 Collier,  Critical Realism: An Introduction to Roy Bhaskar's Philosophy, p. 329. 
128 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science,  p. 13. 
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real.129 The empirical domain he says, consists of what we may (or may never) 

experience by direct or indirect observation. This is differentiated from the domain of 

the actual which incorporates events whether or not they are observed. And the real 

ultimately pertains to the complex depth and interactions of the mechanisms, forces 

or powers in the natural world. Or in his words: ‘A potentially infinite totality, of which 

we know something but not how much.’ 130 We will return to this conception of the 

ontic shortly.  

 

Realism, Relativism and Judgmental Rationality 

Bhaskar’s ontological realism is supplemented by an epistemological relativism and by 

what he calls judgemental rationality. These three concepts form an important 

foundation of critical realism. To get a better purchase on the meaning and 

compatibility of the two latter terms it would be useful first and briefly to explain what 

Bhaskar means when he refers to the transitive and intransitive domains. Objects in 

the transitive domain form, in effect, the resources of scientific enquiry. In this respect, 

the transitive domain can be understood as the epistemic. Within science, this refers 

to ‘the changing cognitive objects that are produced…as a function of scientific 

                                                 

129  
130 Bhaskar, Dialectic: Pulse of Freedom, p. 15. 
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practice.’ 131and more generally it refers to the multitude of references (words, 

concepts, schemas, statements, discourses, etc.) that are used to refer or describe, 

analyse, explain, predict, and so on. In contrast, the intransitive domain refers to the 

real, science-independent, discourse independent structures and mechanisms that 

theories attempt to understand. The intransitive domain betokens the ontic, that is, 

the ‘real objects that exist outside of the scientific process’ 132 or ‘the real things and 

structures, mechanisms and processes, events and possibilities.’ 133 In other words, 

and in terms of epistemology, the intransitive domain is that which knowledge is 

about, what it refers to or is ‘of’. These distinctions should not be taken to mean that 

one is real and the other unreal. As historically and naturally constituted selves, the 

distinction between subject and object should be retained to reflect that separation. 

For like Adorno, Bhaskar understands that to liquidate the separation would entail a 

fall back in to one or other fallacious reduction or conflation of either the subject or 

the object to the other – ultimately a subjectivism.  

 

The real, including our social worlds, has depth not only in the sense that there are real 

mechanisms responsible for events (some of which we know about) but also in the 

sense that reality itself has a ‘multi-dimensional structure’ formed of the interactions 

and relations of emergent mechanisms, properties or tendencies, that comprise its 

layers. That is, reality qua reality might be understood as these stratified mechanisms 

and their interactions.  

                                                 
131 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science,  p. 61. 
132 Ibid. p. 22. 
133 Ibid. p. 56. 
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The notion of epistemic relativism and the distinction of the transitive domain are 

deployed by Bhaskar to demonstrate amongst other things that knowledge and 

experience are necessarily fallible. The reason for this, he says, is that ‘experiences, 

and the facts they ground, are social products’ 134 and hence ‘all knowledge is 

transient, and neither truth-values nor criteria of rationality exist outside historical 

time.’ 135 In other words, subjective mediation is ineliminable from experience of the 

world or knowledge of it because simply: ‘there is no way of knowing the world except 

under particular, more or less historically transient descriptions’ 136  

 

Both Bhaskar and Adorno view the socio-historical context in which our subjectivity 

and hence knowledge arise as prior to and framing our experience and understanding 

of the world. For both, all critique is immanent. An important corollary (as well as 

implication) of this is that for Bhaskar, like Adorno, ‘There is no correspondence, no 

conformity, no similarity between objects and thought.’137 And this can be extended in 

Bhaskar’s case to entail non-identity between causal laws and constant conjunctions 

and structures and events. On this view, he says, post-modernism is correct to 

embrace diversity and recognise the theory-ladeness of observation but, as above, it is 

in error to suppose (or rather to presuppose) that this entails that there is no known 

mind-independent reality. As we’ve seen, Bhaskar’s argument  - like Adorno’s - is that 

                                                 
134 Bhaskar, Dialectic: Pulse of Freedom p. 57. 
135 R. Bhaskar,  The Possibility of Naturalism: A Philosophical Critique of the Contemporary Human 
Sciences (1979), (London: Routledge, 1998),  p. 62.  
136 Bhaskar, Scientific Realism and Human Emancipation, p. 99. 
137 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science,  p. 241. 
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a mind-independent reality is from the start required for any experience and any 

knowledge - a necessary presupposition of any observation.  

 

Now, the argument from reference may secure the object’s reality but this does not 

remove the more difficult and no less obvious question of how the depth realism 

Bhaskar wants to propose retains its credibility and integrity in light of an epistemic 

relativism. In other words, what criterion or evidence do we have for knowing that one 

theory is more accurate than any other? Bhaskar’s claim is that although knowledge is 

necessarily socially mediated, it is false to suppose, therefore, that epistemic relativism 

is equivalent to judgmental relativism or the position that judgments are only 

arbitrary138. Bhaskar’s strategy is to show that the dichotomy is false and that 

explanation and contestation themselves indicate that rationality can to lesser or 

greater degrees of accuracy understand properties, entities and mechanisms in the 

natural and social worlds.  

 

As he says: 

 
It [transcendental realism] entails acceptance of (i) the principle of 
epistemic relativity, which states that all beliefs are socially produced, so 
that all knowledge is transient, and neither truth-values nor criteria of 
rationality exist outside historical time. But it also entails the rejection of 
(ii) the doctrine of judgmental relativism, which maintains that all beliefs 
are equally valid, in the sense that there can be no rational grounds for 
preferring one to another. It thus stands opposed to epistemic absolutism 

                                                 
138 This recalls a further correlation between Bhaskar’s notion of relativism and Adorno’s thought. The social-historical 
determination of knowledge does not imply a Nietzchien perspectivalism. Drawing attention to this distinction 
(between epistemic or perspectival relativism), in his Dictionary of Critical Realism Mervyn Hartwig highlights that 
although in many ways equivalent to perspectival relativism, epistemic relativism should not be understood as 
’perspectivalism, such as Nietzsche’s…, premised on the idea of the infinite or undifferentiated complexity of the 
(empirical) world itself,…” [M. Hartwig, Dictionary of Critical Realism (London: Routledge, 2007), p. 242. ].    
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and epistemic irrationalism alike. Relativists have wrongly inferred (ii) from 
(i), while anti-relativists have wrongly taken the unacceptability of (ii) as a 
reductio of (i). 139

 

The claim here is that even though knowledge is both diverse, fallible and socially 

grounded, the choice between competing theories in science, for example, is neither 

completely transcendentally rational nor only arbitrary. He will argue instead that 

knowledge in terms of judgmental rationality is established by the very fact that there 

are contested and contradictory theories or conceptualisations. ‘In science’ he says, 

‘one chooses that explanation which [inter alia shows in its subject—matter the degree 

and type of inconsistency that] has the greatest explanatory power simpliciter.’ 140 The 

mechanisms we seek to understand confirm or contest the approximate veracity of our 

theories and understanding. Real causally efficacious mechanisms give rise to enquiry 

and our responses are measured against them - how well they fit. In this sense, for 

Bhaskar the world and its mechanisms impose themselves on us and thence on 

knowledge. Our knowledge as a result, according to Collier, can be seen from the 

character of our explanations and nature of our sciences, ‘an ordered multiplicity of 

sciences, a ‘tree’ with distinct roots and branches, reflecting the real stratification of 

natural mechanisms, within and between the objects of the various sciences.’ 141 As for 

Adorno, for Bhaskar there is an inexorable relationship to the nature of reality in all 

our judgments and concepts. For both, this relationship must be understood as 

pertaining also to the nature of the realities, dynamics and material efficacy of our 

social world, its structure, and our socially constituted experience. As he says: ‘Society 
                                                 
139 R. Bhaskar, Reclaiming Reality: A Critical Introduction to Contemporary Philosophy (London: Verso, 
1989), p. 24. 
140  Bhaskar,  Possibility of Naturalism, p. 119. 
141  Collier, Critical Realism: An Introduction to Roy Bhaskar's Philosophy,  p. 239. 
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provides the means, media, rules and resources for everything we do. . . Society then is 

the ensemble of positioned practices and networked interrelationships which 

individuals never create but in their practical activity always presuppose, and in doing 

so everywhere reproduce or transform.’ 142 This is not to say, however, that 

knowledge of absolute or ultimate truth does not present difficulties for Bhaskar. We 

will look at his notion of what he calls Alethic truth or ultimata shortly. Before this, 

however, I want to move a little further into Bhaskar’s dialectical phase and sketch out 

some of its central features. Particularly, I want to look at Bhaskar’s notion of absence, 

its priority over presence, and its relationship to human freedom and emancipation as 

outlined in his book Dialectic: Pulse of Freedom. 

 

The Priority of Absense  

The motor of Bhaskar's dialectical philosophy is an examination of absence. Bhaskar 

understands absence or non-being (what he will call ‘de-onts’143) as ontologically real, 

and moreover as having priority over presence.  Bhaskar shows that absence, 

absences, and absenting are quite everyday. Absence he says refers to the spaces 

between things in the world, where ‘things’ are not present. It is discernable in our 

daily lives; in the gaps in between objects, or the lack of money in our wallet, or food 

on our plate. Absence can be seen between words on the page and the spaces in 

conversation and thought. Moreover, absence can be seen in our lack of freedom and 

lack of human flourishing. To ignore or obliterate absence in ontology (and ontology 

                                                 
142  Bhaskar, Reclaiming Reality: A Critical Introduction to Contemporary Philosophy,  p. 4. 
143 Bhaskar, Dialectic: Pulse of Freeedom,  p. 48. 
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per se) is he says ‘(in that very omission) performative contradiction.’  144 As an 

ontological category, we come to see that absence is inherent in all possible 

experience - it is at once a deep background against presence and formative of the 

relationships and dynamics of all presence/s. Absence is ineliminable and determinate 

and can be found in the mechanics of the natural and social worlds alike. In the social 

world, it is he says, ‘experienced as lack, as need, as want. It is the absence which 

prompts a hungry man to search for his dinner. It is…the absence of fresh air that is the 

cause of pollution…absence is in fact a viral motor of change in social life.’ 145 We will 

look at absence in relation to human flourishing shortly.   

 

The core of Bhaskar’s transcendental argument for absence - as well as its priority and 

the errors that follow from failing to incorporate it in to philosophy -  come from the 

question of the possibility and intelligibility of pure presence - of a world entirely 

without gaps where stuff is collapsed in to all other stuff. This would be, he says, a 

world in which nothing could emerge, move, change or develop; a world in which 

nothing could be or become. Bhaskar notes that absence is an alien concept for the 

classical conception of the world in which all action takes place by contiguous contact. 

Instead, he argues, that change and causality are incoherent without absence, without 

spaces. For example, the transfer of momentum from one billiard ball to another 

requires space. The idea of a world comprising of pure positivity and its absolute 

priority appears he says in the ontological presuppositions of most reductionist, 

dualist, atomistic and corpuscular philosophical accounts and can be seen in the 

                                                 
144 Ibid. p. 44. 
145 Bhaskar, From Science To Emancipation, p. 68. 
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history of philosophy from Parmenides on146. And in this, like Adorno, Bhaskar 

understands much of the history of philosophy as implicitly or explicitly subjectivist 

and identitarian. The notion of the ubiquity of presence, he says, ‘smacks of anthropic 

cognitive triumphalism.’ 147It ‘presupposes an impossible conjunction of atomicity, 

rigidity, immediacy.’ 148 and  ‘would make all becoming, including acts of identification 

impossible.’ 149 The simple act of identifying requires discrete objects separated by 

space in order to function. Viewing the world solely in terms of presence is the error 

he says of ‘ontological monovalence’. Ultimately an anthropomorphic conflation of 

being to positive being only, ontological monovalence again represents a flat view of 

reality. And in this respect, it falls under the heading of an epistemic fallacy. The 

impossibility of total presence demonstrates that absence pertains to all possible 

worlds. It is a condition, he says, of any ‘intelligible material world’150. Moreover, 

Bhaskar will place absence at the centre of all change and dialectic.    

 

Bhaskar argues that in contrast to pure presence, a total void is at least conceivable. As 

he says, ‘if a totally positive material object world – a packed world without absences – 

is impossible, there is no a priori reason to exclude the opposite – namely a total void, 

literally nothing.’ 151 Hence, he says, ‘complete positivity is impossible, but sheer 

                                                 
146 As he says; ‘The ontologically monovalent tradition dates from Parmenidean ‘one’, mediated by the 
Platonic exegesis of negation as difference, it is completed by the Kantian error of supposing that one 
can always replace statements about negativities or their derivatives by ones employing purely positive 
predicates.’ (Bhaskar, Dialectic: Pulse of Freedom, p. 45.). 
147 Ibid. P. 45. 
148 Ibid. p. 44. 
149 Ibid.  
150 Ibid.   
151 Ibid.  p. 46. 
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indeterminate negativity is not.’ 152 He will conclude, therefore (and he says by 

transcendental deduction) that absence has real priority over presence. It should be 

noted here that although Bhaskar may be right to say that absence has priority, it is 

questionable whether a transcendental argument based on what appears as a pure 

analytic (something’s logical feasibility) only can be coherently sustained153.  

Furthermore, interesting questions have by raised by some about the ontological 

reality of absense.154

 

Nevertheless, the speculative idea that presence is sailing on a sea of absence (‘a tiny 

but important ripple on the surface of the sea of negativity’155 ) and is necessary and 

ineliminable in reality is persuasive - not least because it preserves the radically open 

and ontologically grounded conception of dialectics and totality that Bhaskar wants to 

propound.  Absence as a backdrop, he says, breathes dialectical fluidity, dynamism and 

development as well diachronic analysis into his account of the material and social 

                                                 
152 Ibid.  p. 47. 
153 It is not clear on Bhaskar’s account how one can make a transcendental deduction about the ontic 
priority of absence from the fact that total absence is permissible in thought (as opposed to pure 
positivity which isn’t). Indeed, one could say that taking something’s logical limits (especially those 
concerning our identifications and their relationships) as proof of an ontological truth falls under the 
category of an epistemic fallacy – a conflation of thought and being. Absence may indeed be real, but for 
all we know presence and absence could have developed coevally with neither one nor other actually 
constituting absolute priority.  
154 In his paper on Bhaskar’s dialectic Sean Creaven suggests that for modern physics at least, absence 
does not in fact exist. He sites the following from Paul McGarr’s ‘Engels and Natural Science’; ’Even the 
notion of the vacuum, empty space, has now been shown to be mistaken on closer investigation. Rather 
the vacuum seems to be a bubbling sea in which particles, packets of matter and energy, continually 
froth in and out of existence. . .  Moreover, all the known ‘particles’ and ‘forces’ of matter are simply 
different and transient manifestations of the same underlying essence (which most scientists would 
today call energy). . . . This is not just speculation. This process plays a key role, for example, in the 
spontaneous emission of light by some atoms. The general picture emerging from modern physics is 
that change, continual process, interaction and transformation are a fundamental property of matter, 
and of the space that can no longer be seen as separate from it.’ [P. McGarr, ‘Engels and Natural 
Science’, In International Socialism, Volume 65 (1994), pp. 143–76, (p. 166.) ]. 
155 Bhaskar, Dialectic, Pulse of Freedom,  p. 5. 
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worlds. Dialectics, he says, is the ‘reassertion of the geo-historicity of being, of tense 

and place as irreducible and spatio-temporality as real, of the tri-unity of space, time 

and causality in tensed spatializing process, of emergent, divergent, possibly 

convergent, causally efficacious spatio-temporalities and rhythmics, of the constitutive 

presence of the past and outside.’ 156 This then is an understanding of reality as 

comprised of multiple totalities, in constant interaction, movement and change which 

as in Adorno can never be completed totality. It must be conceded here, however, that 

Bhaskar’s account of dialectic in the extra-social world has been criticised for its lack of 

specificity and explanatory power. It functions primarily as a description of change and 

causality rather than a property or aspect of reality per se. For this reason, Craven 

finds very little of virtue in Bhaskar’s notion of dialectic understanding out-with the 

human/societal world.157

 

Like Adorno, Bhaskar will criticise Hegel’s logic for its annihilation of non-identity (or 

absence) and the subject and object’s subsumption under an ultimate identity in 

thought. However, in contrast to Adorno, Bhaskar will not obliterate the possibility of 

totality per se. For Bhaskar, there are potentially infinite possible and actual totalities. 

                                                 
156 Ibid. p. 208. 
157 As he says: ’Bhaskar’s explanation of the pulse of dialectic outside the human and social worlds 
consists simply of asserting the uncontroversial fact that change and development precisely is the 
process of absenting or negating a stratum, object, or state of affairs. To negate or absent something is 
by definition to act causally in the world and thus to bring about a transformative change in the world. 
Dialectic is thus the dynamic interplay of causal power and contradiction. But this seems to be a mere 
description of dialectical causality rather than an explanation of how or why it unfolds at different levels 
of the cosmos. The dialectic here has no genuinely causal status, because no explanation is given of why 
there exists this drive or imperative to absent absence in unreflective inorganic nature, or how this 
dialectical impulse of absenting absence is translated into mechanisms of transformative change at 
different strata of nature.’ (S. Creaven, Sean: ‘The Pulse of Freedom? Bhaskar’s Dialectic and Marxism’ in 
Historical Materialism, volume 10:2 (77–141). P 133 
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The notion of totality as all englobing unity although incoherent does not, he says, 

entail that there are no totalities. Instead Bhaskar understand totalities as interwoven, 

closed, open, and however englobing always actually open. Indeed, Bhaskar will argue 

that in principle, ‘good totalities…are open; bad totalities…are closed.’ 158

 

I want to look briefly at Bhaskar’s notion of the efficacy of absence in the social world 

and its relation to what can be called his ethical dialectics. Within the social realm 

Bhaskar defines dialectics as ‘process of conceptual or social ... conflict, 

interconnection and change.’ 159 As we have seen, the notion of change is grounded in 

absence because causality cannot be conceived other than in terms of absence and 

hence absenting. As he says: ‘All causal determination, and hence change, is 

transformative negation or absenting’160, and again; ‘change involves transformative 

negation: and hence absenting’. Bhaskar goes on to say that in the human sphere 

change as absenting of absence (transformative negation) is ‘most notably of 

constraints on desires, wants, needs and interests.’ 161 Hence, this lack or absence ‘is 

paradigmatically a condition for desire.’ 162 In terms of the social and human spheres 

then, absence and its relationship to desire propels dialectic and forms the basis of 

what Bhaskar will call the ‘logic of freedom’ and the ‘the concrete utopian 

imagination.’ 163 The dialectic of freedom can be understood as a certain, if highly 

contingent, directionality to geo-history, presaging a society in which the free 

                                                 
158 Bhaskar, Dialectic: Pulse of Freedom, p. 25. 
159 Ibid. p. 3. 
160 Ibid.  p. 44. 
161 Ibid. p. 175. 
162 Ibid. p. 62. 
163 Ibid. p. 299. 
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flourishing of each is the condition for the free flourishing of all.’ 164 Our conception of 

utopia or the eudemonistic society emanates from the basic ‘inner urge that flows 

universally from the logic of elemental absence (lack, need, want or desire)’. This inner 

urge, he says, ‘manifest itself wherever power2 relations hold sway’ 165

 

As opposed to ‘power1’ relations which can be understood simply as ‘the 

transformative capacity intrinsic to the concept of agency as such’ 166, ‘power2’ 

relations here refer to ‘the. . . transfactually efficacious capacity to get one‘s way 

against either (i) the overt wishes and/or (ii) the real interests of others (grounded in 

their concrete singularities); and to thematise the plurality, which approximates to a 

potential transfinity of power2 or generalised master-slave-type relationships from 

class and gender to age and ethnicity’ 167. ‘Power2’  can be understood as within 

power1 relations but marked by a propensity for domination, control, manipulation, 

exploitation that are formed and found in the ideological, human and material 

structures of society. These ‘power2’ relations negate many of the fundamental needs 

of most human beings: from simple survival needs to those found in broader cultural 

horizons. It is in response to these ills that human beings lack. And it is this lack or 

absence that we are compelled to seek to fundamentally to remove (absent). This then 

is the desire for freedom set against the existing and possible world. It emanates from 

our natural being and is a recognition of the relationship between and movement 

                                                 
164 Bhaskar, Plato etc,  p. 646. 
165 Bhaskar, Dialectic : Pulse of Freedom, p. 299. 
166 Ibid. p. 153. 
167 Ibid. p. l53-4.  
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‘from primal scream to universal human emancipation.’ 168 Bhaskar’s argument is 

summed up concisely when he states ‘every absence can be seen as a constraint, this 

goal of human autonomy can be regarded as implicit in the infant’s primal scream.’ 169 

Bhaskar’s dialectic seeks to provide an imminent critique of these forces and 

structures, which causing lack or absence, compel us rationally to desire their 

absenting. And like Adorno, Bhaskar will identify the rational utopian moment in the 

response to the actuality of human suffering.  

 

Truth and Emancipation 

As a final exposition of Bhaskar’s system, I want to briefly expand on his notion of 

truth, some its problems, and touch on its relationship to utopia and spirituality in his 

later writings.  The question of the notion of truth will be revisited in the concluding 

chapter because it is, I think, in this arena that Bhaskar’s greatest strengths and 

weaknesses may lie especially in relation to Adorno’s thought.  

 

We’ve seen above how Bhaskar seeks a theory of truth which ‘neither elides the 

referent nor neglects the socially produced character of judgments about it.’ 170  In 

order to clarify this comprehensively in his Dialectic, Bhaskar will set up what he calls 

the truth tetrapolity. These are Bhaskar’s terms for the correct analysis and notion of 

truth.  

 

                                                 
168 Ibid. p. 180. 
169 Ibid. p. 264. 
170 Ibid. p. 217. 
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(α) truth as normative-fiduciary, truth in the ‘trust me – act on it’ sense, in 
the communicative sub-dimension of the social cube; 
(β) truth as adequating, as ‘warrantedly assertable’, as epistemological, as 
relative in the transitive dimension; 
(γ) truth as expressive-referential, as a bipolar ontic-epistemic dual, and in 
this sense absolute; and 
(δ) truth as alethic, as the truth of or reason for things and phenomena, not  
propositions, as genuinely ontological, and in this sense as objective in the 
intransitive dimension.171  

 

The first entails in effect that truth is a prerequisite for every day experience. That is, ‘a 

workable notion of truth to enable us to get around in a world….a pragmatic 

necessity.’ 172 The second aspect of truth can be seen in the grounds for the action/s 

that we take given our options and imperfect knowledge. Or, in other words, that we 

can choose ‘the best possible grounds for acting one way and not another’ 173 - despite 

not having perfect knowledge – as indeed we must. Underpinning the first two, the 

third notion of truth; the expressive referential, is where we can make a claim to an 

accurate estimation or idea of reality. In other words, this is truth ‘when the state of 

affairs it expresses (describes) the real.’ 174 In this respect it is a true understanding of 

reality qua reality. Our commitment to our beliefs is a function of what we believe 

reality to be like. The final and most fundamental understanding of truth is alethic 

truth. This refers to the fundamental structures, or ‘higher-order’ truths that act in the 

universe and world per se. Bhaskar defines alethic truth like this: ‘a species of 

ontological truth constituting and following on the truth of, or real reason(s) for, or 

dialectical ground of, things, as distinct from propositions, possible in virtue of the 

                                                 
171 Ibid. 
172 C. Norris, ‘Roy Bhaskar Interviewed’  originally The Philosophers' Magazine - Issue 8 Autumn 1999, p. 
8), archived on The Website for Critical Realism,    
<http://www.raggedclaws.com/criticalrealism/archive/rbhaskar_rbi.html>  
173 Ibid. 
174 Bhaskar, A Realist Theory of Science,  p. 249. 
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ontological stratification of the world and attainable in virtue of the dynamic character 

of science’.175 And elsewhere: ‘What a generative mechanism is called once it has been 

‘referentially detached,’ that is, agreed on as being the ‘real reason’ for some given 

phenomenon.’ 176 And in relation to truth as ‘expressive referential as 'the stratified 

form of referential detachment.' 177

 

In this respect alethic truth is in many ways of the most mundane type, ‘e.g., the fact 

that emeralds reflect light of a certain wavelength…the truth of that truth - the reality 

that generates it, that is, the atomic structure of the crystal, the nature of the 

wavelength of light that is reflected in a certain way.’ 178 This is what lies behind the 

truth of a well attested scientific or moral propositions in the transitive dimension. It is 

‘the truth of that truth’. But this truth too is of an everyday type because it pertains to 

the grounds or causes of things that we experience in our daily lives. Alethia and 

alethic truth refer to the powers and structures which shape our universe, world, 

selves, and societies and gives rise to the events as they appear at empirical and actual 

levels. It is, he says, ‘the real reason or dialectical grounds for the phenomenal world.’ 

179  
Bhaskar’s notion of alethic truth is, of course, not without its critics or problems. 

Bhaskar wants to ground truth in experience in things and processes and not the mind, 

but without over or under-playing either. According to Ruth Groff, Bhaskar’s notion of 

alethia and alethic truth over-steps his own realist tenets because he deflates the 

                                                 
175 Bhskar, Plato Etc,  p. 251. 
176 Bhaskar, Dialectic: Pulse of Freedom, p. 109. 
177 Ibid. p. 371. 
178 Norris, ‘Roy Bhaskar Interviewed’ 
179 Bhaskar, Plato etc, p. 163. 

 
 



 76

object to our subjective categories and also the intransitive to transitive domains. 

Bhaskar’s notion of ultimate truth as alethia is she argues rendered foundanionalist, 

idealistic and at odds with the open totalities and depth realism he wants to propound. 

Where Bhaskar conflates truth with the object qua object as reality or being per se, for 

Groff he transgresses his own epistemic strictures - both the fallibilism of judgmental 

rationality and the limitations that epistemic relativism entails.      

 

As she says:  

 
ln a sense, Bhaskar’s account of truth is an attempt to bridge the divide 
between subject and object that he took such pains to establish in RTS.2. 
Having championed the claim that the transcendental condition of 
knowledge is not the synthetic operation of reason, but instead the 
existence and operation of independent causal mechanisms, Bhaskar was 
left with the task of relating the ‘transitive’ to said ‘intransitive object of 
science.’ The problem with Bhaskar`s approach is that, in the end, he has 
simply identified the two terms. Alethic truth just is the object: ‘including in 
science most importantly causal structures and generative mechanisms.’ As 
l have tried to show, such a response amounts either to the introduction of 
a profoundly misleading neologism, namely ‘alethic truth,’ to refer to one 
of the two terms to be related (viz., the intransitive domain), or to the 
collapse of a dialectical relationship into one or the other of its 
components. 

 

And goes on to say: 

 

Bhaskar was right in RTS to distinguish between the transitive and the 
intransitive objects of science, and right to remind us later of their 
dialectical relation to one another. But it is the fact that knowledge is 
produced by real, embodied beings, in the context of real social and 
material relations with one another and with nature, not the identification 
of truth with being, that bridges the divide between subject and object. 180

 

                                                 
180 R. Groff, Critical Realism, Post-positivism, and the Possibility of Knowledge (London: Routledge, 2004) 
p. 97. 
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Adorno would no doubt level a similar criticism of Bhaskar’s notion of alethic truth 

here.  It is not hard to see that in terms of a foundational or fundamental notion of 

reality and its truth, alethia appears problematic. Indeed, it seems that in his writing on 

alethia Bhaskar is simply engaging in a direct conflation of subject to object – identity 

thinking only. In the words of another of his critics, ‘alethic is ontological truth and as 

such we can assert that this notion of truth is simply a category mistake.’ 181

 

Whilst it may be conceded that the idea of alethia is problematic, when truth is viewed 

in terms of ontology, we see that to deny it would be to deny the world’s complexity 

and reality. Indeed, Bhaskar’s ontological commitments are precisely that when we 

refer to this or that thing or reality we can do so (assuming we are not merely 

dreaming or hallucinating) because this or that thing or event is. And in this respect 

may well be regarded as true. Now, this may, as critics have suggested, be a conflation 

of thought and being - a category mistake – but it is precisely this claim (that things can 

and must be presumed to exist) for Bhaskar that is implied by referential detachment. 

In other words, this is not a conflation so much as an enjoinment or bridge between 

what he has called transitive and intransitive domains.  Bhaskar’s point is that 

ultimately there is ‘no getting away from ontology’, without which ‘no science, no 

discourse, no action, or no intentionality is possible’182. And in this respect, for 

Bhaskar, ‘there is no escape from truth.’ 183   

 

                                                 
181 G. Potter, ‘Reopening the wound: Against God and Bhaskar’, Journal of Critical Realism, Vol 5, No 1 
(2006), pp. 92 – 109, (p.102.). 
182 Norris, ‘Roy Bhaskar Interviewed’ 
183  Ibid 
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Bhaskar’s rejection of what would typically be understood as correspondence theories 

of truth (where truth is identical to its object) - emanating from an argument from 

referential detachment on the one hand and a recognition that language could not 

possibly be identical to reality appears to suggest that Groff’s position has partly 

missed the point. When we look at the example given by Bhaskar about the emerald’s 

reflecting a certain wavelength of light (‘…the truth of that truth - the reality that 

generates it, that is, the atomic structure of the crystal, the nature of the wavelength 

of light that is reflected in a certain way.’ 184) we see that in terms of epistemology 

what Bhaskar is referring to is a deep, fundamental (but not only or most fundamental) 

understanding of this or that reality in relation to its actual nature (it properties and 

reasons). Ontologically, and in other words, the term alethia expresses and refers to 

the ground for phenomenal reality and in this respect just is the causal mechanism or 

natures of objects or reality. In this view, where scientists more deeply understand the 

nature of things in their complexity, there will almost certainly be found to exist still 

higher or deeper alethia or grounds that are in their way more fundamental.  

 

As what the object or generative mechanism (that governs or pertains this or that 

phenomenon) when referentially detached (and not as correspondence) is, truth as 

alethia may be a sustainable - however opaque - concept.  In some ways alethia 

successfully circumnavigates the epistemological problem of immanence by showing 

that we can and do understand the fundamental nature of objects inasmuch as we are 

sometimes correct to claim that this is how and/or why this or that reality really comes 

                                                 
184 See p. 73 

 
 



 79

about or is185. In my conclusion, this feature of Bhaskar’s argument will be shown to lie 

at the heart of both the key strengths and weaknesses of his positions when compared 

to Adorno.    

 

In his later writings, Bhaskar will develop this notion of alethia and his emancipatory 

critique in explicitly spiritual terms. Space prohibits extended explanation here but it is 

worth drawing attention to briefly.  As we’ll see below, this perspective may well be 

understood as an unqualified idealism and as such a substantial departure from the 

core of critical realism. Adorno’s own realism would no doubt have found much of this 

perspective to be deeply naïve and moreover throw in to question the legitimacy of 

the architecture of Bhaskar’s argument. In his book From East to West, Bhaskar writes: 

 

Man is essentially God (and therefore also essentially one, but also 
essentially unique); and that as such, he is essentially free and already 
enlightened, a freedom and enlightenment which is overlain by 
extraneous, heteronymous determinations which both (a) occlude and (b) 
qualify this essential fact. . . . Man has to shed both the illusion that he is 
not essentially Godlike and free and the constraining heteronymous 
determinations (constituting the object world of illusion, duality and 
alienation) which that illusion grounds. . . . The fundamental malaise then 
is self-alienation. . . . To break free from it is to become what we most truly 
are. . . . To change the world, man only has to realize himself. . . . To 
become free all we need to do is shed our illusions. These are the chains 
that bind us to the presence of the past. It is time to let go, to live life 
afresh. The hour for unconditional love has struck. 186  

 

                                                 
185 For example, whilst incapable of explaining all aspects of social reality, Marx’ theory is alethically true 
in that it gives an accurate account of the reasons for and realities of some of the important 
fundamental underlying mechanisms and realities at work in our social and material world. This of 
course might be said of a host of other theories and scientific knowledge but ultimately all entail the 
evaluation or judgment that this is a real and important reason for X, why X is, or what X is. 
186 R. Bhaskar, From East to West: Odyssey of a Soul (London: Routledge, 2000), p. 151. 
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There is clearly something of the spiritual-material utopianism here that is in accord 

with Adorno’s thought. However, the perspective is plainly idealist. For it is ultimately 

consciousness, already free, that can transcend alienation to become its essential self. 

Indeed, as essentially spirit, as God, we appear for Bhaskar as already beyond 

materiality, social and material development and evolution. Utopia is highly abstracted 

and a-historical here, and moreover hinges chiefly on a moral basis. Indeed, this 

perspective seems to ground the deep material structures and social formations that 

hamper the possibilities of concrete non-alienated consciousness in our alienation and 

illusion themselves. It ignores the fact that  the makeup of our embodied humanity 

consist at least as much in our common biological and materially based needs as they 

interface with, emerge from and manifest in the realities and forces of the structures 

of the social and material world. Against many of his most substantive arguments, 

Bhaskar seems to ignore our actual un-freedom caused by our material condition. 

Indeed, in positing a hypostasised utopia and enlightenment, we transgress the 

cultural and social constraints Bhaskar wants to place on knowledge and experience. 

Moreover, Bhaskar’s presentation of both (utopia and enlightenment) is complete and 

totalised, certainly not the state of partiality and openness that he has elsewhere 

argued for, and that emanates from his most substantive positions.   
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Chapter Three: Conclusion -  The Limits of Reason 

 

In order to explore whether his ontological philosophy makes it possible to think of 

non-reified objects (in their relationship to the causal mechanisms which operate upon 

them) in a manner consistent with Adorno’s notion of non-identity, I want to move in 

to this concluding chapter by focussing on the strongest central aspects of Bhaskar’s 

philosophy: specifically, of thinking of the world as deeply structured, governed by 

causal laws, and as powers and particulars enmeshed in real absence. To get to the 

crux of the matter it would be useful first to rehearse some key features of Bhaskar’s 

theory in its relation to Adorno’s thought and the limitations therein.   

 

As we’ve seen, like Bhaskar, Adorno’s materialism is premised on an argument from 

referential detachment, that is, the understanding that the experiencing subject must 

presuppose an object that is distinct from itself.  Furthermore, like Bhaskar, Adorno 

understands that the subject and object, thought and the material world are 

necessarily enmeshed, and that in philosophy, therefore, epistemology and ontology 

are inextricably entwined. As such, both propose a theory of mediation designed to 

undermine the forms of pure immediacy found in naïve empiricist and idealist 

philosophies. Despite this, however, we find that possible thought for Adorno is 

hermetically sealed in identity because of its own logic and its formation as mediated 

in social reality.  
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In contrast, when we look at a similar issue in Bhaskar’s philosophy we find that his 

ontological schema (in which the world is conceived as complex, structured, and multi-

levelled, with its workings that are visible to observation, for example, as outcomes of 

the interactions between underlying powerful particulars) and epistemological 

theories of judgmental rationality and epistemic relativism, function in a manner that 

(if consistent) appear to allow for both the accuracy and contingency of thought: in 

terms of a relationship with the world and objects therein on one hand and a 

relationship with material and social history on the other. 

 

When we look at Bhaskar’s arguments concerning scientific work we see that although 

knowledge is produced, the object studied necessarily isn’t. When conducted properly, 

according to Bhaskar, scientific work looks to a result that depends causally on the real 

nature of the object and the real material forces that act upon it. This is the foundation 

of Bhaskar’s criticism of Humean and classical empiricism as well as positivism 

because, he argues, in scientific work we find a necessary distinction between patterns 

of events causation in which the later is shown as a necessary basis for the former. 

Bhaskar’s arguments concerning theory building and scientific knowledge aim to 

demonstrate that scientific understanding reaches accurately in to the character of 

reality (the objects therein, their interactions and the forces which act in and upon 

them). Furthermore, for Bhaskar the recognition of the everyday relationship between 

human cognition and our physical action as well as our relationships with materiality in 

all experience demonstrate that truth (albeit never complete truth or truth of the 

absolute) is coextensive with the fact of an unavoidable ontology. A central 
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component of Bhaskar’s ontological arguments against subjectivism and for realism is 

that experimentation and experience demonstrate (and would be impossible without) 

the operative forces or generative mechanism that are at work in the world. Where 

Bhaskar says that ‘that ontology is absolutely unavoidable’187, he does so, like Adorno, 

because it is both logically necessary in any and all experience and in many ways quite 

plain. 

 

It should be noted here that this line of reasoning is not dissimilar to one employed by 

Adorno.  Adorno’s assertion (in disagreement with Nietzsche’s notion of an only 

chaotic universe188) that the world evidently has stability and regularity, resembles 

Bhaskar’s position that both social and physical reality is carved by the generative 

mechanisms or forces that operate in the world.  For Bhaskar, regardless of its social-

historical character, our experience of reality is clearly (although not only) drawn along 

reality’s determinate causal lines. It is not the case that the connections we perceive 

are only shaped by historical and cultural processes – nor could it be. In terms of 

epistemology, as we’ve seen, Bhaskar’s argument is that reality must be understood as 

an open totality, meaning that there is always more to discover, or deeper operative 

layers of reality. Indeed, reality may be either in principle or just presently (in our 

socio-historical context) unknowable. This does not, however, render knowledge of 

reality untenable.  

   

                                                 
187 R. Bhaskar and A Callinecos, ‘Marxism and Critical Realism: A Debate’ in The Journal of Critical 
Realism, Vol 1, No 2 (2003), pp. 89-114, (p.98.).   
188 See p. 32. 
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To the extent that Adorno is arguing that identifications - and hence thought more 

generally - will never capture the totality or absolute nature of the object, Bhaskar 

would agree with him. But whilst both understand that identifications are in this 

respect necessarily incomplete and knowledge is fallible, unlike Adorno, Bhaskar’s 

strategy is to show that theoretical understanding by way of abstraction as well as  

everyday experience can and does demonstrate correct understanding and in this 

respect represents knowledge beyond mere appearance or Hume’s patterns of events.      

 

For Bhaskar, to say that knowledge of this or that reality is complete contradicts the 

notion of an open and dynamic totality in which we may, and may only ever 

experience or understand aspects or some mechanisms of the way reality operates. In 

this respect, again, we see that Bhaskar like Adorno will deny that the power of 

thought is sufficient to grasp the totality of the real. Indeed Bhaskar’s assertion that 

truth is unavoidable - inasmuch as it is ontologically unavoidable - is co-terminal with a 

rejection of a model of fundamental truth as correspondence. For if we assert that 

correspondence is what really constitutes the absolute truth of the object, we are 

faced with a reduction of the deep and complex structures of reality and objects 

therein to our estimation or frameworks - so that our very frameworks end up bearing 

no relation to the reality of the world -  or we are faced with a naturalisation of our 

frameworks in relation to the total reality of the object - so that our knowledge 

exhausts what the world is, could be, and could be understood as. In Bhaskar’s 
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terminology, we are faced with either an ontic or epistemic fallacy189 that, as with 

Adorno, are but two sides of a subjectivist coin.   

 

Although it is not clear that Bhaskar’s notion of alethia does not in fact commit one or 

other, or even both, of these fallacies, if he is right to say that there can be 

fundamental truth that is not synonymous with an exhaustive metaphysics (inasmuch 

as metaphysical truth identifies the total essence or total reality of a state of affairs, 

mechanism or object) then he may well be able to maintain this conception. After all, it 

is one thing to say that there are deep, fundamental truths/ realities that we can and 

often do know about, experience or understand, and quite another to claim, or to 

claim the possibility of, their absolute oneness, or absolute identity with the reality or 

object in question.  Furthermore, Bhaskar’s theory of absence allows him to add to this 

position by showing that a solely positive conception of the nature of the object forms 

the backbone of epistemological difficulties that can be found in the history of 

empiricist philosophies. Viewing the world only in terms of presence - the error of 

ontological monovalence 190 - entails the occlusion of a necessary (and for Bhaskar 

quite empirical) absence without which we misunderstand what can be legitimately 

said to be experienced and what is required for experience to be possible. 

 

From here, we are in a better position to examine more clearly the crux of the 

discrepancy between the two thinkers.   

 

                                                 
189 See p. 51. 
190 See p. 52. 
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Bhaskar has expressly committed himself to a theory of non-identity and epistemic 

relativism. In contrast to Adorno, however, this barrier to understanding and 

accommodating non-identity is not due to epistemological limitations, but instead to 

ontological limitations. In other words, Bhaskar’s ontology entails non-identity in terms 

of epistemology because the world is open-ended, dynamic and deep. In terms of 

epistemology and method one implication of this is that the purpose of theory is to 

reveal and understand the causally efficacious generative mechanisms that ground the 

appearance of things. In this respect, of course, Adorno often embraces a similar 

method. Indeed in much of his philosophy and in particular in his social theory, Adorno 

might even be described as a critical realist. His conclusion that ‘the fetish character of 

goods is not laid to a subjectively errant consciousness but rather are objectively 

deduced from the social a priori, the exchange process’191, and that ‘the trouble is with 

the conditions that condemn mankind to impotence and apathy…; it is not primarily 

with people and with the way conditions appear…Reification is an epiphenomenon.’192 

is an attempt to understand the underlying causes, layers and grounds for the 

appearance of reification.  

 

On the other hand, when we examine Adorno’s epistemology, and in particular his 

theory of non-identity, theory of constellation and negative method, we find that 

regardless of the formation of concepts that comprise our understanding (whether in 

constellation, or arrived at through critique) we are still irrevocably trapped in 

                                                 
191 Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p. 190. 
192 Ibid.  
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concepts, identity and ultimately in subjective categories despite a requirement to 

somehow see beyond these limitations.193   

 

This aporia is expressed most clearly by Adorno himself.  In relation to the possibility of 

metaphysics, at the end of Negative Dialectics he writes: ‘Dialectics is the self-

consciousness of the objective context of delusion; it does not mean to have escaped 

from that context. Its objective goal is to break out of the context from within.’ 194  

 

It is when we face this paradox in Adorno’s thought that we see how critical aspects of 

Bhaskar’s position might allow us to think beyond the limitations of identification. 

When Bhaskar explicitly rejects the theory of identity, he does so because he 

understands, like Adorno, that the world could not be identical to thought - that 

thought could not capture the object or reality in its (the object’s) totality or absolute 

nature. However, whereas Adorno’s arguments concerning the limitations of the 

structure of thought render the object ineffable, Bhaskar’s arguments concerning the 

world’s depth, the structure of experience and scientific work demonstrate that we 

can express and understand many aspects of reality. Bhaskar’s criticisms of empiricism 

shows how pernicious the mistake of levelling all reality down to a purely empirical 

basis (whether patterns of events, relations of logic, concepts or definitions) is because 
                                                 
193 Writing on Adorno, the critical realist philosopher Alan Norrie, puts this difficulty well:  

‘Dialectics…has to be both hermetically caught within the realm of the concept and able to break out 
from it. It is both subjective awareness that cannot go beyond the concept and a view of the objective 
context. It is knowledge only of the concept and also knowledge of it as delusion. It is both required to 
remain within identity and to go beyond it.’ A. Norrie, Law and the Beautiful Soul (London: Glasshouse 
Press, 2005) p. 172. 
194 And on the same page: ‘Dialectic is obliged to make a final move…, it must now turn even against 
itself…critique must remain within the medium of the concept…reach no further than the claim of 
identity’.(Adorno, Negative Dialectic, p. 406) 
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without a theory of depth we ignore necessary and demonstrable features of 

experience and are left merely positing the possibility of understanding in relationship 

to appearance only. For Bhaskar, in order to understand experience (and experience 

anything at all) we must presume depth and causal efficacy beyond mere appearance. 

Furthermore we must understand that there is no necessary fundamental object or 

dimension to be known or apprehended in the sense of an underlying absolute thing-

in-itself. As we’ve seen, in contrast to Adorno, this implies that limitations to thought 

are primarily ontological, not epistemological. It is the infinite, complex depth of the 

material and social world that curtails actual and even possible understanding.  

Viewed in this way, one can see how, despite his positions regarding the priority of the 

object, an assumption in Adorno’s philosophy is what Bhaskar will call variously a flat, 

empirical or monovalent understanding of ontology that effectively draws thinking to a 

halt at identifications and appearance. This ontological commitment can be seen in  

Adorno’s epistemology because real relations tend to be interpreted in terms of logical 

relations between concepts. The restrictions that Adorno places on thought, appear to 

presuppose a flat ontology and hence subjectivism. I would argue that the central 

reason for this is that in Adorno’s philosophy we find an essentially Hegelian 

understanding of identity and its relationship to truth inasmuch as correspondence or 

identity with the object (in its fundamental nature at least) underlies the very idea of 

truth and hence what might constitute it. In other words, although Adorno’s 

materialist understanding and argument for the priority of the object entails that 

correspondence that leaves no remainder is impossible, we find a notion of truth in 
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which it is precisely that which is impossible – as necessarily beyond identification - 

that constitutes the nature of truth. 

 

A clue to this tacit assumption can be found at the end of Negative Dialectics where he 

says, ‘two kinds of truth…would be incompatible with the idea of truth.’195  

 

In contrast, Bhaskar’s view is that when understood in relation to the potentially 

infinite depths of reality, multiple truths (insofar as they accurately express the nature 

or occurrence of this or that reality) would be entirely feasible. Indeed it is worth 

restating that the argument Bhakar deploys for this is similar to Adorno’s insight that it 

is a necessary implication of knowledge and experience that exhaustive absolutely 

identical truth is impossible.   

 

If Bhaskar’s philosophy is coherent, and I think it broadly is, the great sense of 

epistemological impasse we find in Adorno’s philosophy may well have been at least 

partly overcome through more fully exploring the implications of the priority of the 

object.  Had Adorno explicitly adopted a depth ontology as an implication of his 

argument from referential detachment, he may have been able to posit positive 

knowledge that does indeed go beyond appearance and what he understands as the 

limitations of thought. So that what might say that we know this or that about reality 

without our conception being rendered false by complete saturation in ideology, and 

moreover, fundamentally curtailed by the limitations of identity.  It seems clear that 

                                                 
195 Ibid. p. 405. 
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for Bhaskar the notions of reason liquidating the object, the prison of identity thinking, 

or the universal dissolving the particular are ultimately insufficient precisely because 

they lack the ontological depth that Adorno elsewhere argues for. In his dialectical 

philosophy, arguments from suffering and social and natural theories Adorno does in 

many ways recognise this. Certainly, as the basis of his materialism we can see that a 

focus on contradiction is designed to allow us to see through the identity principle and 

understand the necessity and inexhaustible nature of materiality in experience. It 

appears, however, that the blocking role played by concepts in Adorno’s epistemology 

overrides these insights as is responsible for his inability to move beyond concepts. In 

other words, however much in Adorno’s philosophy we are bound up in materiality, 

we are always separated from it because thought is restricted to identity and identity 

is necessarily restricted to appearance.  

 

The epistemological difficulties in Adorno’s thought seem to render his theories of the 

priority of the object and his theory of mediation, precarious or simply just incoherent. 

From a Bhaskarian perspective, by adopting a monovalent ontology and theory of 

identity Adorno could be seen to abandon the explanatory realism that is implied by 

his notion of the priority of the object and in so doing fall into forms of irrealism. 

Despite the fact that Adorno argues that ‘the supremacy of nature-controlling reason 

and its principle is a delusion’ 196  and that the subject ‘in consuming the object…is 

beholden to the object’ 197  much of his philosophy on the epistemic limits of the 

theory of identity cannot accommodate his own contention that although mediated in 

                                                 
196 Ibid. p179. 
197 Ibid. p180. 
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consciousness and ideology, objects in reality must be understood as operating out-

with these constructs. Indeed, as Adorno (rather paradoxically) argues throughout, we 

are in one way or other always subject to the forces of the physical and social world 

regardless of the extent to which we come to dominate nature.   

 

Before rounding off this conclusion, I want to spend a little time looking at what 

Adorno might have had to say about Bhaskar’s critical realism. In particular, I want to 

look at two key areas of difficulty in Bhaskar’s theory that we have seen above. 

Specifically, the tenability of schematising the real as he does and his theory of alethia 

as the ultimate truth of reality and its relationship to his conception of God.  

 

From Adorno’s perspective, the most straight forward point of weakness in Bhaskar’s 

philosophy would probably be his ontological schema. For although from Adorno’s 

point of view Bhaskar is of course correct to recognise the primacy of the object, he 

would almost certainly have said of Bhaskar’s ontology that it ultimately constitutes 

elaborate identity thinking only that at base is only a subjectivist subsumsion and 

reification of the complexity of the world and our experience of it, and is furthermore, 

therefore, primarily reflective of a dominatory and subjectivist – even positivistic198 - 

use of reason.  So, far from revealing the necessary operations of reality, Bhaskar’s 

philosophy in fact remains wholly subservient to both external nature and extant 

socio-economic relations. Despite arguments regarding epistemological relativism it is 

easy to see how Bhaskar’s ontological structure could be said to naively naturalise the 

                                                 
198 This of course is not without its irony. The charge of positivism is precisely the critique that I have 
argued a Bhaskarian perspective might level at Adorno’s thought. 

 
 



 92

depth and causal mechanisms he wants to work with. Indeed, inasmuch as Bhaskar 

goes beyond a simple, clearly articulated theory of referential detachment and hence 

ontological depth to ‘deduce’ the necessary structure of the ontic, he may be seen to 

contradict the limitations implied by his own notion of epistemic relativism.  Space 

prohibits extended exploration of this here, but it raises the important question of the 

possible mutual compatibility of empirical relativism and such a well defined 

ontological structure. In other words, although Bhaskar may be successful in showing 

that, for example, scientific work and experience necessarily presuppose an operating 

reality beyond appearance that as a condition of possibility is not dependent on 

experimentation or experience, when this reality is levelled down to three distinct 

domains (as in the three tiered system of the empirical, actual and real we find in his 

early work) Bhaskar may be overstepping what can be legitimately claimed as deduced 

knowledge of the real. And in so doing, moreover, he could be said to produce a highly 

artificial and imposed separation between what are ultimately subjective and abstract 

domains that, as above, has its root in the logic of our culture. Indeed, this criticism 

might apply to many if not most of Bhaskar’s elaborate schematics.   

 

Perhaps, however, the most pressing (and related) difficulty in Bhaskar’s philosophy, 

and not least from the perspective of Adorno’s philosophy, is his notion of alethia.  If 

we return to Ruth Groff’s criticisms above we find an argument that might be similar to 

an Adornian critique. Put simply, Groff’s issue with alethia is that if conceived of as 

what is ultimately real then Bhaskar has committed himself to a theory of 

correspondence or identity that entails that the real structures or causal mechanisms 
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of the universe and object therein can be reduced to an identification. It is then a 

theory of ultimate truth that oversteps Bhaskar’s commitment to both an open totality 

and epistemic relativism. Furthermore, as we’ve seen, for Groff it is an unnecessary 

move that at best replaces - and in so doing unnecessarily obfuscates - Bhaskar’s well 

founded notion of a deep and open stratified reality. If Bhaskar’s theory of alethia does 

indeed amount to a theory of ultimate truth then Adorno would no doubt level a 

similar charge to Groff. Indeed, from Adorno’s perspective, the theory of alethia as 

truth might well be seen as a vivid expression and logical presupposition of the 

subjectivist and identitarian modes of thinking that Bhaskar employs throughout in his 

attempt to identify/ deduce the real shape of the ontic or metaphysical.   

 

On the other hand, and somewhat paradoxically, the concept of alethia has interesting 

similarities with Adorno’s notion of the Name. When viewed in a particular light, 

alethia could be seen as just that apposite but non-reductionist idea that Adorno is 

referring to in his conception of the Name. For if we understand the notion of alethia 

as that which as referentially detached is an understanding, awareness or conception 

of that which is the reality behind an object’s manifest reality and our experience of it, 

without designating any particular claims to epistemic knowledge as correspondence, 

then this could very well constitute a non-dominatory mode of referring to the object 

or causal mechanism that does justice to its actuality without reducing it to our 

conceptual determination. This reading, however, is I suspect at best generous and at 

worst thoroughly misleading. For in the end, I think Groff’s arguments with respect to 

the problematics of the notion of alethia are well founded and persuasive.  When set 
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against Bhaskar’s substantive positions on epistemic relativism, judgmental rationality, 

his useful distinction between the transitive and intransitive domains, and the 

necessary fallibility of knowledge, the notion of alethia appears weak and does little 

more than compound the problem of correspondence.    

 

Furthermore, as Bhaskar’s first step in a chain of argument that leads to God, the 

notion and logic of alethia seems to be responsible for the thoroughly naïve and anti 

materialist claims that Bhaskar makes concerning, as above199, humanity’s essential 

freedom and so godlikeness. In other words, he posits absolutely foundational 

ontological truths which are both articles of knowledge but also entirely unmediated, 

that is, beyond all fallibility or epistemic relativism. Although from here Bhaskar will 

produce a moral foundation which is similar to Adorno’s thought (inasmuch as moral 

direction emanates from material actuality: the actuality of human suffering, for 

example), his claims to move beyond any and all anthropomorphic or subjectivist basis 

to an absolute essential truth of the universe per se in the notion of God is deeply 

problematic.              

 

Whilst Adorno and Bhaskar’s philosophies share much, their many points of divergence 

and differing foci make a direct comparison and assessment at times challenging. On 

the central problematic with which this thesis began, however, I think Bhaskar’s 

philosophy does indeed provide a series of arguments and positions that takes us with 

Adorno’s argument but also beyond the stultifying impasse of the prison house of 

                                                 
199 See p.67. 
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identity thinking and ideology that is so problematic in his (Adorno’s) philosophy.  

Bhaskar’s understanding of the limitations of an only empirical understanding of the 

nature and actuality of thought does I think successfully demonstrate that although 

time bound, limited and fallible, thought can and does reach beyond appearance to 

accurately understand aspects of the nature of reality without claims (in most cases) to 

absolutely essential foundationalist truth. In other words, incompleteness is not a 

necessary barrier to knowledge qua knowledge and for that reason neither is 

ideological construction. Perhaps, his most important conclusions emanate from the 

view that contra a naive empiricist or positivistic perspective, causality is both 

demonstrable and necessary:  for it is on this basis that he is able to theorise beyond 

mere appearance.  

 

Adorno’s persistent mindfulness of materiality, of the failings and limitations of 

identify thinking, and of contradiction and the ineffable, powerfully and persuasively 

demonstrate the naivety as well as damage caused by the scientistic world view and its 

corollary in the logic and realities of the exchange form. However, it seems clear that 

his evident suspicion of, and failure to engage with the actuality of natural sciences out 

with his prejudice and suspicions of positivism is also an important limitation. In 

contrast, and despite some of the difficulties in his thought, Bhaskar is able to 

incorporate much of the strength of Adorno’s central and most profound insights (the 

ubiquity of subjectivism, the priority of the object, the mediated nature of experience, 

the necessary non-correspondence of identification, and the natural, social, cultural 

and historical ideological lenses that colour all experience) but through a well founded 
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deduction of ontological depth, stemming from an examination of the actuality of 

scientific work, he is also able to move critique with and beyond the subject’s 

incarceration in identity and ideology. Although Bhaskar may not have given full 

expression to the notion of the non-identical or the wholly Other that propels Adorno’s 

enquiries, he does, I think, help us to understand what such an activity presupposes (in 

terms of immanent ontology) and hence why Adorno’s epistemological commitments 

remain within and reflect many pernicious errors in the history of philosophy.  
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