



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































place.®® This is likely to be especially prevalent where the oppression in question concerns, or
indirectly intersects with, class. Social reproduction theorists have demonstrated that one function
of the construction of the autonomous subject in dominant liberal discourse is to divert attention
from domination rooted in the economic structure, and to portray the distribution and positioning
of individuals within this structure as the outcome of individual effort, thus reinforcing the notion
that individuals as individuals are responsible for a failure to achieve, and blocking their awareness
of the structures which dominate them as a group.*

In taking over the Habermasian thesis concerning integration, Honneth becomes incapable
of theorizing the workings of integration through domination. 1t was exactly this idea, however,

which was given prominence in Adomo’s social theory, through an analysis of the ideological

Lois Weis stresses the tendency to stick with individualistic/private solutions rather
than collective action and collective struggle in her account of the emerging feminist identity of
working class girls. The girls in Weis’s study, although developing an identity which seemingly
points towards the need for collective resistance, ‘are not conscious of their shared political
sexual class identity even though the glimmerings of such consciousness are there’. Weis
stresses that it is only through seeing their problems as shared and as needing collective action
that these girls could truly press for substantive change. See Lois Weis, Working Class Without
Work: High School Students in a De-industrializing Economy, (New York: Routledge, 1990), p.
206.

*Jay MacLeod, in his study of two groups of working class youths in the USA, provides
an excellent account of how the ‘achievement ideology’, and the rhetoric of equality of
opportunity, effectively blocks collective insight into the constraining structural forces bearing
upon working class youths as a group and produces instead a feeling of personal responsibility.
Arguing against Paul Willis’s optimism about the possibility of ‘penetrations’ of liberal
ideology, MacLeod suggests: “insightful opinions are of little use in isolation; there needs to be
an ideological perspective and a cultural context in which their insights can be applied that leads
to positive and potentially transformative rituals, symbols, territories and political strategies’,
Ain’t No Makin’ It: Aspirations and Attainment in a Low Income Neighbourhood (Boulder, CO:
Westview Press, 1995), p. 249.
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mechanisms that bring about the conformity of individuals with systemic needs. We saw, however,
that Adomo fails to take account of the level of cultural interpretation, and hence can only see the
social production of conformity as an impenetrable, smoothly functioning machine. Now, however,
it appears that the problem with Honneth’s account is that it cannot get critical access to the
workings of power at the level of cultural practices of interpretation. Honneth’s theory, [ want to
argue, is blind to the way that dominant interests are able to structure the symbolic order,
preventing the emergence of positively directed and normatively guided forms of social struggle.
What is needed, therefore, is a theory of power as operating at the level of cultural practice, which
will replace Adomo’s simplistic reading of the production of ideological conformity with a theory
of symbolic power, and thereby, will be able to set Adorno’s thesis of integration through

domination on a more secure footing.

Symbolic Power

The notion of symbolic power can be understood as theorizing social domination as a
structuring force within the ‘lifeworld’. Symbolic power brings about integration through
domination by co-determining the identities through which social groups can represent themselves,
and at the same time defines the political and cultural field in class- and group-specific ways. The
purpose of a theory of symbolic power is to account for forms of domination and inequality that are
‘the products of cultural logics that are constitutive of the intersubjective relationships that comprise

the lifeworld’. The theory analyses ‘the structure and function of these symbolic relations of power
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and their effects on associational life, and on individual and collective identities’.%* In what follows,
I want to distinguish two distinct dimensions of symbolic power. The first can be said to derive from
the incursions of complex systems into the lifeworld. The second case concemns the role of symbolic
power in forming stabilized identities. To these two forms of symbolic domination, I will suggest,

there correspond distinct forms and orientations of social struggle.

1)The Symbolic Power of Complex Systems

The symbolic power attaching to complex systems can be understood in terms of the idea of
dominant cultural codes which organize the meaning of social action for agents. Alberto Melucci
has argued that the growing importance of symbolic and informational resources (rather than
material goods) in modern western societies has led to a need to focus the discussion of domination
on the control of ‘master codes’, those ‘symbolic resources’ which frame and structure information.
Symbolic power is seen as located in those systemic sites which are able to manufacture master
codes, such as the world media system, centres controlling the languages of computers and related
information technologies, and financial decision-making centres, which move financial resources
by means of the production and manipulation of information. All these instances, Melucci argues,
are ‘new forms of domination, whose power is based not on economic resources as such, nor on the

fact that they exert influence or manipulate the local political system’. Rather, ‘the principal power

Orville Lee, ‘Culture and Democratic Theory: Toward a Theory of Symbolic
Democracy’, Constellations S (1998) 433-455, p. 439.
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is embedded in their capacity to organize the minds of people’.* Thus, new forms of inequality, and
new structures of centrality and marginality, are defined by the privileged control over the
production and diffusion of ideas. These master codes are essentially seen as symbolic forms which
pre-schematize how individuals experience certain practices and activities,
Consumption, sexuality, education and interpersonal relations are the realms where
prescriptions of behaviour are continually spread among the population through the
packaging of merchandises, the production of manuals, the counselling activity of
experts: here too, behind the actual contents in terms of values or norms, what
matters is the hidden operation of symbolic forms, patterning people’s thoughts,
emotions and feelings.*’
The control over symbolic resources constitutes a form of power which becomes ever more
significant with the centrality of the production of information in modern society. It follows from
this that a significant form of exploitation is now the ‘dependent participation in the information
flow, as the deprivation of control over the construction of meaning’. Domination here takes the
form of an ‘exclusion from the power of naming’.®® The notion of master codes allows us to

reconstruct Adomno’s ideology thesis, by re-conceiving ideology as the ‘control exerted over codes

%Alberto Melucci, Challenging Codes: Collective Action in the Information Age
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 179.

"Challenging Codes, p. 180.
%Challenging Codes, p. 182.
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and languages’.® This idea, I want to suggest, allows us to avoid the deterministic aspects of
Adormo’s ideology thesis, where ideological messages are seen as directly penetrating the psyche.
Ideology is seen here to work through the organizing and structuring of the meaning of practices
and interactions, rather than through its infiltration into the psychic constitution of the individual.
Thus, although master codes pre-schematize experience, they are open to cultural challenge, as we
shall see, by social movements that present alternative possibilities of meaning. Integration through
domination is never totally secure, and is always open to challenge ‘from within’. On the other hand,
this reading allows us to correct Honneth’s (and Habermas’s) neglect of symbolic power and
ideology fout court. Social integration is not achieved by the production of psychic conformity, but
neither is it exclusively achieved by normative consensus. Rather, it must be seen in part as
generated by the symbolic codes that are controlled by certain specific social groups and interests.

The specific form of domination attaching to the symbolic power exercised by complex
systems, [ want to argue, can be understood in terms of the idea of a colonization of cultural
meaning. This can be seen most clearly in the type of commodification that is generated by the
expansion of capitalist markets. When it begins to penetrate into the process of social-cultural
identity-formation, Anthony Giddens argues, commodification begins to fashion a consumerized,
packaged form of the “project of self’,

To a greater or lesser degree, the project of the self becomes translated into one of

the possession of desired goods and the pursuit of artificially framed styles of life.

“Challenging Codes, p. 181.
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. .. The consumption of ever-novel goods becomes in some part a substitute for the

genuine development of self. . . . Not just lifestyles, but self-actualisation is

packaged and distributed according to market criteria.”
‘Commodification’ is understood here to consist in the deployment of symbolic resources by the
economic system in order to ensure the formation of narratives of self that are functional for the
needs of the market. The ‘consumer’ is thus a partial product of symbolic power, a ‘commodity
produced by the industries of “marketing” and “communication”, a commodity bought by and sold
to the manufacturers who seek to conserve or extend their section of the market’.”' By generating
symbolic codes that organize cultural identity around consumer products, the economic system
attempts to ‘colonize’ the possibilities of meaningful identity formation and cultural interpretation.
Because it is thus actively produces cultural self-interpretations (those that are functional for its
needs), the symbolic power exercised by complex systems must be seen as generating a form of
integration, which takes the form of the integration of cultural identities into the needs of the
system. From this perspective, therefore, colonization no longer appears solely as a disintegration
of lifeworld contexts, but rather their symbolic re-organization through linguistic codes that express,
in ideological form, the functional needs of complex systems.

Alain Touraine’s concept of a ‘programmed society’ provides a useful way of theorizing the

colonization of cultural meaning that is brought about by the symbolic power of economic and

Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern
Age (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991), p. 198.

'André Gorz, Miséres du présent. Richesse du possible (Paris: Galilée, 1997), pp. 220-1.
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technical-bureaucratic complexes. Touraine stresses the connection between this idea and the
massive production and diffusion of cultural goods in late modern societies. In the type of society
in which cultural production becomes ever more central, Touraine argues,

the power of management consists in . . . predicting and modifying opinions,

attitudes, comportments, in modelling personality and culture, thus in entering

directly into the world of “values” instead of limiting itself to the domain of utility.

The new importance of cultural industries replaces the traditional form of social

control with new mechanisms of the government of persons.”
In the areas of education,‘ nurture, and health practices, Touraine argues, the struggle against the
symbolic power of complex systems concemns the capacity of defending a certain conception of
liberty, the capacity to “give meaning (sens) to life’. Resistance to the colonization of meaning
concerns the possibility of regaining control over the purposes and ends of forms of cultural
production. Significantly, Touraine argues that this constitutes a resistance to integration. It is a
‘gesture of refusal’ vis 4 vis the social roles that embody the functional needs of systemic
apparatuses.” The symbolic power exercised by complex systems, therefore, necessitates a
reconstruction of Adomo’s notion of resistance as resistance to socialization. When we reject
Adomo’s totalizing reading of systemic integration, expressed in the idea of an ‘administered

world’, it becomes possible to reformulate this notion within the framework of a theory of social

"Alain Touraine, Critique de la Modernité (Paris: Fayard, 1992), p. 284.

PCritique de la Modernité, p. 318.
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struggle. To achieve this, we need to detect forms of collective resistance that are capable of
opposing the symbolic power exercised by complex systems.

Melucci argues that the increasing exercise of the capacity for identity manipulation and
regulation exercised by complex systems has given rise to a new form of social conflict, one where
‘beyond the more specific objects of contestation, what is at stake . . . is the possibility of
reappropriating the meaning and motivation of action’.”* The modus operandi of social movements
in this type of conflict is to present a symbolic challenge to dominant cultural codes, which
movements can accomplish by fashioning ‘new meanings for social action and serv[ing] as vital
engines of innovation’.”” Melucci argues that this dimension of struggle can be seen to be at work
in the normative claims of youth, feminist, ethno-nationalist, and peace-environmentalist
movements. The reassertion of ethnic identity, for instance, responds to the homogenizing forces
of a mass culture shaped by anonymous apparatuses. By ‘naming the world in a different way’, it
‘challenges this homogenization and the imposition of standardized codes’.” Melucci perceives a
similar orientation at work in the oppositional praxis of environmental and peace movements,

It is through action itself that the power of the languages and signs of technical

rationality are challenged. By its sheer existence, such action challenges power,

upsets its logic, and constructs alternative meanings. Altruistic behaviour and a

MChallenging Codes, p. 109.

*Challenging Codes, p. 203. There is some degree of resemblance here to Giddens’
discussion of ‘life politics’, in his Modernity and Self-Identity, pp. 209ff.

Challenging Codes, p. 161.
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commitment to altruistic action contain this dimension of symbolic challenge, for

it sets against the rationality of calculation and the efficiency of technique as a

means-end relationship . . . the desire for unmanipulated human communication.”
In these types of conflict, Melucci argues, subjects engage in struggle in order to be recognized as
autonomous sources of their own action. This is effected by attempting to wrest from complex
systems the capacity to define the meaning of social action. In contrast to the commodified forms
of identity politics, this type of struggle might be seen as an attempt to assert authentic difference,
and as a re-politicization of identity that works against the symbolic power of complex systems by
reclaiming and reconstructing group-based definitions of experience and self. At stake in these
struggles is the striving to ‘articulate new forms and modes of identity formation by reconstructing
the collapsed social and cultural spaces of consumer society’.” This is one dimension, then, in
which resistance is directed against the integrating force of symbolic power, which operates through

a colonization of cultural meaning.

2) Symbolic Power and Culture

The second major form of symbolic power attaches to the categories that structure civil society, and

which make possible forms of group definition within it. In this case, the analysis of symbolic power

"Challenging Codes, p. 169.

8Robert Dunn, /dentity Crises, p. 148,
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is concerned with relations berween social groups. Dominant cultural norms, institutionalized in the
state and the economy, generate a certain status inequality between social groups by implicitly or
explicitly devaluing certain forms of social-cultural identity (along the axes of gender, sexuality,
race, ethnicity). Nancy Fraser’s theory of recognition is attentive to this form of symbolic power,
as witnessed in her call for ‘transformative remedies’ to injustices of cultural recognition. Hence
she argues that the oppositional praxis of gay and lesbian politics should not aim at institutionalizing
a form of affirmation of current power-laden conceptions of gay and lesbian identity, but must rather
be directed towards a transformation, or subversion of the prevailing symbolic order.” To
substantiate this reading, what is needed is a theoretical reconstruction of the workings of symbolic
power within the cultural-valuational structure.

The idea of symbolic power is a central component of Pierre Bourdieu’s social theory.
Bourdieu understands symbolic power as the power to ‘impose the principles of the construction
of reality’.* Bourdieu’s thesis is that symbolic categories are materialized as structuring principles
of social practices which, in turn, reproduce those categories as mental categories of
representation.®' Bourdieu’s discussion of the category of the family provides a useful example of

this process. The ‘family’, Bourdieu asserts, is a ‘category’, a ‘collective principle of the

™Nancy Fraser, Justice Interruptus, pp. 23ff.

%Pierre Bourdieu, Ourline of a Theory of Practice, trans. R. Nice (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1977), p. 165.

'Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’, which is essentially a generative scheme of
dispositions, is essential to Bourdieu’s non-mechanistic account of how this reproduction occurs.
See Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, trans. R. Nice (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 1990), pp. 52fT.
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construction of social reality’.® It is not, however, a ‘pure figment of thought’. Rather, the symbolic
category ‘family’ must be understood as

a common principle of vision and division, a nomos, that we all have in our heads

because it has been inculcated in us through a process of socialization performed in

a world that was itself organized according to the division into families. This

principle of construction is one of the constituent elements of our habitus, a mental

structure which, having been inculcated into all minds socialized in a particular way,

is both individual and collective.®
The symbolic category ‘family’ is realized as a social truth by a continual symbolic and practical
work, comprising ‘inaugural acts of creation’ (imposition of the family name, marriage, etc.),
countless ‘ordinary exchanges of daily existence’ (exchange of gifts, service, assistance, visits,
attention, kindness), and ‘extraordinary and solemn exchanges’ of family occasions, often
‘memorialized by photographs consecrating the integration of the assembled family’ *

This process gives rise to what Bourdieu terms the doxic relation to the social world, where
the uniformity of objective structures and mental structures generates a collective misrecognition
of the workings of symbolic power. An everyday understanding of the social world that in fact

derives from the working of symbolic power, and is thus arbitrary and conventional, appears to

*2Pierre Bourdieu, Practical Reason (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), p.
66.

B Practical Reason, p. 66.

¥Practical Reason, p. 67.
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social agents as ‘natural’. A precondition of any form of oppositional praxis, therefore, is an insight
into the - normally hidden - operation of symbolic power,

It is only when the dominated have the material and symbolic means of rejecting the

definition of the real that is imposed on them through logical structures reproducing

the social structures (i.e. the state of the power relations) and to lift the (internalized

or institutionalized) censorships which it implies, i.e. when social classifications

become the object and instrument of class struggle, that the arbitrary principles of

the prevailing classification can appear as such . . . *
Symbolic power is based on the possession of symbolic capital, in which the power of representation
of social reality comes to be invested in certain groups and institutions. This is the result of a
monopolization by certain groups of what Bourdieu theorizes as distinct forms of ‘capital’
(economic, social, cultural). Bourdieu draws upon Durkheim’s idea of a ‘logical conformism’ and
‘moral conformism’ attaching to collective forms of categorization in order to theorize the social
efficacy of symbolic power. Behind the ‘logical conformism’ that Durkheim sees as guaranteed by
the (moral) authority of society, there lies the symbolic power of dominant social groups. The
process in which principles of classification become, through acts of institution, taken for granted
aspects of social reality, marks symbolic capital as a quasi-sacred power of transforming the
arbitrary into the natural. Operating as a quasi-sacred force, symbolic power is able to disguise

social categories that represent dominant social interests as a ‘universal point of view’.

“Outline of a Theory of Practice, p. 169 (my italics).
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According to Bourdieu, the state has become the main site of symbolic capital in modemn
society. The state ‘imposes and inculcates’ all the fundamental principles of classification based on
age, sex, and ‘skill’, etc. Furthermore, it is basis of the symbolic efficacy of the rites of institution
underlying the family and the school system. In this way, the state is able to establish and inculcate
‘common forms and categories of perception and appreciation, social frameworks of perceptions,
of understanding or of memory, in short state forms of classification’ * From this perspective, it is
clear why any form of oppositional praxis that cannot question the social-cultural structures of
identity-formation will be incapable of challenging effectively prevailing forms of social hierarchy.

Mark Neocleous has provided a reading of the state as a site of symbolic power which
confirms Bourdieu’s thesis, and which demonstrates how the state is able to deploy this power to
subvert, deflect, or undermine emancipatory claims raised in social struggle.®” This account can be
seen as a refutation of Honneth’s implicit understanding of social structures, in which they figure
merely in the benign role of confirming and institutionalizing normative claims raised by collective
actors. Neocleous’s account focusses on the incorporation of the English working class by the state
in the nineteenth century. He argues that, at the same time as it provided a form of legal and political
recognition to the working class, through providing a role to trade unions in administrative and legal
decision-making processes, the state was able to effect a symbolic constitution of the working class

and its representatives, such that existing power structures were effectively untouched by the

%Practical Reason, p. 54.

'In his Administering Civil Society: Towards a Theory of State Power (London:
Macmillan, 1996).
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incorporation of trade unions - the ‘legal subjectivity of the working class’ - into these processes.
Neocleous argues that when the working class gained legal recognition (i.e. ‘confirmation’) in the
nineteenth century as a ‘subject of rights’, it was simultaneously symbolically constituted by the
state as an ‘object of administration’.*® Consequently, the state was able to develop a ‘law-and-
administration continuum’, by means of which the emancipatory claims raised in working class
struggle were transformed into regulated and administered disputes through which class antagonism
could, in effect, be domesticated and controlled. An example of this was the growing use of
industrial tribunals to administer disputes between legal subjects conceming the labour contract.®
The same process was at work, Neocleous argues, in the recognition of trade unions as the ‘legal
subjectivity of the working class’. Legal recognition of trade unions did not merely represent the
confirmation of certain freedoms of the working class, such as the freedom to strike, but actually
constituted the working class in a particular form congenial to the stability of existing power
structures. Hence, a whole series of administrative mechanisms was now put in place which
established trade unions in a stabilizing and conciliatory role, and which were implicitly premised
on discouraging the idea that the purpose of unions was to strike. The constitution of trade unions
through administrative mechanisms was exemplified by the increasing prominence of procedures

of collective bargaining, which set unions in a mediating role between the state and the worker and

% Administering Civil Society, p. 69; p. 111; pp. 163-4. Central to Neocleous’s account is
a critique of the idea that the working class was already fully formed before the state ‘acted’
upon it. Thus the very idea of the ‘making’ of the English working class necessitates an account
of its constitution, through its subsumption by power and dominant social interests (pp. 105-7).

¥ Administering Civil Society, p. 69.
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thereby effectively subsumed class conflict under administration.” In Struggle for Recognition,
Honneth theorizes the state exclusively as a guarantor of the moral-universalistic potential embodied
in legal recognition. But the suspicion with regard to the ‘achievements of modem legal
universalism’ that Honneth finds, and criticizes, in Marx, Sorel and Sartre, may perhaps appear as
warranted once we focus on the state as a central locus of symbolic power.”!

The value of Bourdieu’s theory, as a critique of theories of the struggle for recognition
drawing upon a Meadian conception of the social, clearly lies in its postulation that the struggle for
social recognition ordinarily takes place in a situation of collective misrecognition of the capacity
of dominant social groups to define or impose the symbolic categories that are the object of
contention in social struggle.” Therefore, a precondition of a struggle for recognition must be a
capacity to question the ‘logical conformism’ that is imposed by the authority of society. However,
although Bourdieu manages effectively to uncover the workings of symbolic power, a central
problem with his theory, at least from the point of view of a critical social theory focussed on social
struggle, is that he does not provide an adequate account of sow social classifications might become
the ‘object and instrument of class struggle’. Bourdieu, in fact, describes the mechanisms of the
reproduction of social domination as operating so efficiently that it is difficult to see how, in the

terms of his theory, a possibility of critical self-reflection could emerge within social reality. In this

% Administering Civil Society, pp. 140fF.
*'Struggle for Recognition, p. 150.

%2 argued that this idea was formulated by Hegel in The System of Ethical Life. See
chapter 7 of this work.
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respect, Bourdieu’s social theory seems to be afflicted with the same problem as Adorno’s critical
theory, in that there seems to be no way of conceiving a possible social location for the insight into
structures of domination that is attained through social-scientific inquiry. Bourdieu, like Adorno,
appears to close off altogether the possibility of a critical-negative experience rooted in day-to-day
social practice.

Hans-Herbert Kégler has suggested how this deficit in Bourdieu’s work could be corrected
from the point of view of a critical hermeneutics.” Kogler takes up the thesis of Foucault and
Bourdieu that symbolic assumptions, reflective of social power, are reproduced through the
initiation into social practices. Through power-laden practices, ‘relations of domination become
anchored in and . . . embodied in individuals as practically insurmountable structures of social
reality, in which the struggle for power is carried out’.* This is achieved through the practical
inculcation of a pre-understanding of the social world, which takes place as a symbolic constitution
of the subject. From this perspective, social power can appear as ‘reality-constitutive’, as ‘form[ing]
individuals into determinate social subjects’.” However, Kogler is critical of Bourdieu’s elimination
of the dialectical mediation between subjective meaning and objective structures in favour of an
‘explanatory objectivism’ that, in effect, leaves no place for a truth about the social world to emerge

within social reality. Bourdieu’s reading of the reproduction of social power through the generative

%In his The Power of Dialogue: Critical Hermeneutics after Gadamer and Foucault,
trans. P. Hendrickson (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1996).

#The Power of Dialogue, p. 99.
%The Power of Dialogue, pp. 98-9.
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dispositions that make up habitus, Kogler argues,

makes sense in terms of a theory of power only against the background of the agent’s

capacity to become conscious of power and hence to overcome at least partially, and

to free themselves from, power. By becoming aware of the constraints that

socialization imposes on thought, perception, and action, these constraints no longer

remain what they were prior to analysis.’

Bourdieu, Kogler charges, has no way of linking his conception of symbolic power back to the self-
understanding of social agents, and hence Bourdieu cannot explain how the theoretical insight into
structures of power can be taken up into the experiential frame of social agents in their day-to-day
practice. Kogler suggests the idea of critical hermeneutics as an answer to this problem.

Critical hermeneutics is intended to deal with the problem of how a critical self-reflection
of relations of domination can be achieved when the symbolic order effects a naturalization of social
power relations. Subjects struggling for freedom and recognition are seen as ‘still determined by
imposed identities, which have become second nature to them through socialization into symbolic
orders and domination structures’. Thus the struggle for recognition must encompass a struggle
against ‘imposed, often deeply internalized symbolic typifications as well as against their material
power basis’.”” The critical task is thus to lay bare the workings of symbolic power, which pre-

structures the self-understanding of individuals. Kogler suggests that this task can be performed by

*The Power of Dialogue, p. 225.
"'The Power of Dialogue, pp. 2434.
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the distanciating disclosure of the symbolic order that is made possible in the dialogic encounter
with epochally or culturally distinct meaning systems. Through the dialogic encounter, a type of
critical self-reflection becomes possible, which is able to disclose the hidden assumptions behind
the categories of one’s own symbolic system,
In truth, we require the unsettling effects achieved through dialogue with the other’s
ineaning if, on the basis of our relative distance from another, contrastively unfolded
meaning structure, we are to gain a transformed view of our own unquestioned or
unconsciously presupposed meaning premises. . . . [Olnly by confronting other
discursive formations that, through their foreignness to us, may be disclosed and
cognized in their rule structure can we hope to explicate in piecemeal fashion the
rule contexts of our own horizon of meaning.”®
The self-distanciation from the symbolic order achieved through dialogue effects a form of seilf-
alienation, in that the self is able to take a critical-negative perspective on the power-laden
understandings, ordinarily taken for granted, which structure its perception of the social world.
Cnritical hermeneutics thus employs the encounter with the other in order to produce ‘a different

experience of ourselves’ %

®The Power of Dialogue, p. 199.

®The Power of Dialogue, p. 212.
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Rethinking Critical-Negative Experience

Kogler’s theory of distanciating disclosure allows us to see the fundamental weakness in
Honneth’s account of the struggle for recognition. The guiding presupposition of Kégler’s theory
is that social domination structures, which are sedimented, in symbolic form, in the shape of pre-
understandings, are ‘co-original’ with the concept of conflict. Therefore, a precondition of the
revolutionizing transformation of these crystallizations of domination is a distanciated experience
of the symbolic order.'® It is clear, however, that Honneth’s conception of how a negative
experience of the social order is acquired - through experiences of disrespect arising from the
disappointment of moral expectations - is simply too thin to furnish the requisite degree of distance
from the symbolic order. Honneth’s theory cannot explain how an experience of alienation vis a
vis the symbolic categories that structure the social world can occur, and therefore, it fails to provide
an adequate democratic-intersubjective representation of the idea of critical-negative experience.
The epistemological thinness of the moral experiences on which Honneth attempts to ground the
idea of social struggle means that the emancipatory content of such struggles is too easily
subsumable by symbolic power. We must recall here that Adorno’s conception of critical-negative
experience is intended to have a far deeper meaning-revelatory potential than that which lies at the
basis of Honneth’s theory. For Adomo, as we saw, critical-negative experience is afforded through

a Selbstbesinnung (self-reflection) on the forms of domination that structure conceptual forms. This

'®The Power of Dialogue, p. 236.
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is afforded in philosophy through the critical dialectic of concepts. In the ‘failure’ of philosophical
works, as we saw, there is revealed an emphatic truth claim which provides for a critical-negative
perspective on the social world. Thus negative experience is at the same time an alienation from
society, and the symbolic order through which domination structures are reproduced. It is this type
of critical-negative experience that Adomo is seeking to express with the notion of das
Schwindeierregende (the vertiginous) (ND 31-33; 42-3). The ‘shock of the open’ that Adomo
describes here is essentially a de-centring of self, which enables the self to take a distanciated
perspective on domination structures that are ordinarily unquestioningly assumed to be ‘natural
facts’. The failing of Honneth’s account, then, is that it divorces negative experience from critical
self-reflection, and hence cannot account for that type of self-decentring that would disclose
structures of symbolic domination. Adomno, significantly, seeks to preserve the deep epistemological
resonances of Hegel’s notion of experience (Erfahrung). Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit presents
experience as a process through which the untruth of a social form is disclosed. In critical
experience, as Hegel conceives this, the natural consciousness ‘loses its truth’, and this is why
experience is a ‘way of despair’.'”' The process of experience does not involve the ‘unsettling’
(Riitteln) of ‘this or that supposed truth’, it is rather ‘the conscious insight into the untruth of
appearing knowledge’. The subject only comes to an objective insight into the nature of its world
through the process of the unfolding of the falsehood of its subjective standpoint. Because he

focusses exclusively on the social-psychological dimension of recognition, as a need for social

"°'Phinomenologie des Geistes, p. 67.
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affirmation of self, Honneth dispenses entirely with the epistemological dimension of self-knowing
that animates Hegel’s account. But it is only by incorporating the latter that we could conceive the
struggle for recognition as a process of the disclosure of untruth, and thus as making accessible that
type of experience of alienation that can ground a critical-negative insight into structures of
domination.

Kogier captures something of what is implied in Adomo’s notion of Selbstbesinnung (self-
reflection) when he speaks of the need for a Verfremdungseffekt (defamiliarizing effect) with respect
to symbolic world disclosure.'” This captures well the idea of an experience of alienation vis a vis
everyday experience, which allows for a critical perspective on the everyday world. Adomo seeks
to make this experience accessible philosophically through a critical dialectic, in which immanent
philosophical truth claims engender a critical reflection on the antagonistic social experience that
is taken up within concepts. It is this idea of Se/bstbesinnung as a self-decentring, in which a
genuine form of critical experience becomes possible, that Adorno is seeking to articulate in the
final passage in Minima Moralia, where he defines philosophy as the attempt to observe things as
they would present themselves ‘from the standpoint of redemption’,

Cognition has no light but that which shines from redemption on the world:

everything else is exhausted by reformulation and remains a piece of technology.

Perspectives must be produced in which the world will reveal itself as self-

dislocated, alienated, with all its fractures and crevices, just as it will one time

'2The Power of Dialogue, p. 245.
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appear as needy and disfigured in the messianic light. Thought is concerned solely

with the creation of such perspectives, without caprice and violence, wholly through

a feeling for the objects. . . . [T]he total negativity, once one stares it in the face,

transforms itself into the mirror-writing of its opposite (MM § 153).
I have argued that Honneth’s account of negative experience is too insubstantial to provide an
adequate democratic-intersubjective re-interpretation of the negative reflection on the social order
that Adorno perceives as made accessible through philosophy and art. Though some form of this
transformation is certainly required for a recovery of the critical location of critical theory. My
arguments here have not been intended to show the impossibility of such a reformulation rout court,
but rather that a type of negative experience capable of grounding an oppositional praxis must
possess the possibility of a substantive self-decentring, or self-alienation, which is capable of
disclosing the everyday operation of forms of symbolic power. Kégler’s critical hermeneutic, which
sees distanciation emerging through the dialogic encounter, provides a useful starting point for
conceptualizing everyday possibilities of self-decentring. What would now be necessary would be
to show how these experiences could be productively synthesized in practices embodying an
oppositional symbolic creativity, and how a political perspective could be formed which would be
able to guide the experiential insights gained through dialogic distanciation towards the formation

of a coherent political ideology.' In the following chapter, [ want to extend further the conception

'“This latter point comprises another issue neglected by Honneth, concerning the
historical importance of political ideology for transforming class resentment into political terms.
Duncan Gallie has argued for the importance of radical party ideologies in making possible an
oppositional praxis in his Social Inequality and Class Radicalism in France and Britain
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of integration through domination, developed here through the concept of symbolic power, by
introducing the idea of systemic domination. I will also attempt to show how the rigidification of
cultural meanings that Adorno perceives at work in processes of linguistic reification can be

theorized as giving rise to forms of moral disintegration.

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).
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Integration through Domination and Moral Disintegration:

Re-thinking the Critique of Instrumental Reason

My intention in this chapter is to analyse the ‘wrong’ of instrumental reason from an Adornian
perspective, and to give some indication of where one would have to look for a counter-concept to
instrumental reason, which would be capable of explicating the normative content of Adorno’s idea
of reconciliation. This analysis will extend the critique of Habermasian critical theory given in
previous chapters. A guiding thesis of this chapter will be that the ‘wrong’ of instrumental reason,
with regard to cultural meaning, is not properly characterizable as a curtailment of communicative
interaction, but, rather, must be understood in terms of a neutralization of moral experience. ‘First
generation’ critical theorists, especially Marcuse, Horkheimer, and Adorno, used the term
‘instrumental’ reason to describe an objective tendency, rooted in the operational logics of the
economy, bureaucratic institutions and modern technology, that turns meaningful items into means
for the assertion, and maximization of profit, power, and productivity. The unique and
unrepresentable nature of goods is effectively ‘devalued’, as they become exemplifications of

profit/power/productivity. I suggested that this process can be understood in terms of the notion of
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the decontextualization of value. This is a process of subsumption, I argued, in which the thing
assumes a ‘value’ (according to the logic of profit, power, etc.) that is logically independent of its
social meaning. [ suggested, further, that Adorno conceives this process as the objective ground of
a distortion of conceptual thinking, which I described as a form of linguistic reification. My critique
of Habermas’s account of moral-practical reason was intended to show that the radical bisections
of reason, which Habermas accepts as consequences of a post-metaphysical standpoint, are in fact
attributable to a prior distortion of linguistic praxis - which, in tum, is a consequence of the
generalized social operation of instrumental logics. It was argued on this basis that the problems of
cultural meaning which Habermas describes in terms of the idea of ‘cultural impoverishment’, are
in fact a result of the infiltration of exchange logic into the realm of culture. It is linguistic
reification, as we saw, that is exemplified in Habermas’s representation of illocutionary force as a
purely logical bond, and the concomitant ‘bracketing’ of the cognitive force of moral experience.
It is also exemplified in Habermas’s constricted focus on communication as a form of action-
coordination, in which this is held to be logically separable from the disclosure of public meanings
possessed of a bonding force. The neutralization of moral experience wrought by linguistic
reification, as I will now attempt to demonstrate, gets a foothold beneath the distinction between
purposive-rational and communicative action, as these are understood by Habermas. We also saw,
however, that there is a further problem with Habermas’s distinction between communicative
action, and the purely purposive-rational logic of systemic domains. The problem concerns the way
that this distinction serves to obscure social relations of domination that are located within the
communicative sphere. I argued that Axel Honneth’s reformulation of communicative action in

terms of a struggle for recognition is able to deal more adequately with the conflict-riven nature of

424



the communicative sphere, and helps to uncover the specific biases within Habermas’s own
depiction of the logic of normative claims. Yet, as we saw, Honneth, like Habermas, fails to provide
an adequate theoretical account of the workings of symbolic power, understood as the process by
which social relations of domination are naturalized through their re-presentation in symbolic form.
The notion of symbolic power, I argued, comprises a plausible reconstruction of Adorno’s
integration thesis, which avoids the false totalizations built into the latter. In this chapter, [ want to
extend this account of integration through domination by showing how instrumental logics take on
anideological function. What is at stake here is not the identity-forming effects of symbolic power,
but the disguise and concealment of the exercise of power through the operation of instrumental
forms of reasoning. Instrumental logics, I will argue, defuse and offset conflicts and struggles
welling up from the lifeworld by concealing domination as technical/neutral decisions.
Instrumentally ordered domains are therefore integral to reproducing, and ideologically veiling the
forms of domination pervading the lifeworld. The idea of integration through domination will here
be shown to be applicable to the inner workings of social forms ordered according to instrumental
logics. Thus alongside the pathologies stemming from the infiltration of instrumental logics into
cultural meaning, the second substantial ‘wrong’ of instrumental reason, [ will argue, is its role in
sustaining the structure of integration through domination. The social operation of instrumental
reason, therefore, can be defined as a destructive dialectic of increasing integration through
domination, and increasing lifeworld-experiential disintegration. The result of this destructive
dialectic is a twofold distortion of intersubjective relations. In the first place, I will argue,
instrumental reason serves as an ideological veil for deeply entrenched relations of domination,

permitting those relations to be reproduced under the cover of notions of ‘effectiveness’,
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‘neutrality’, and ‘rationality’. The necessity of the social contextualization' of ‘purposive rational’
forms of reasoning, I will suggest, means that social relations of domination are able to be
reproduced through the operation of the specific systemic logics of profit, power, and productivity.
Thus dominant social interests are able to infiltrate and structure the lifeworld under the guise of
technical imperatives. In the second place, I will argue, the linguistic reification wrought by the
penetration of exchange logic into the realm of cultural meaning gives rise to two distinct
pathologies of disintegration, which are describable broadly as pathologies of meaning and
experience. These correspond, roughly, to the macro- and micro-level distortions that I identified
in my critique of Habermasian moral-practical reason.? The macro-level distortion of a loss of
meaning takes up the problem of linguistic reification in the form of a loss of critical-negative
experience, whereas the micro-level distortion of a neutralization of experience takes up the
problem of an undermining of the experiential basis of moral integration. At the same time as the
penetration of exchange logic into culture generates problems of lifeworld disintegration, however,
the social order is ‘integrated’ by the suppression and marginalization of lifeworld conflict and
dissensus, occurring through the ideological operation of instrumental logics. The components of

my analysis can, therefore, be set out as follows:

1) The idea of systemic domination will explicate the nature of that form of domination that is

established and reproduced beneath the veil of neutrality of social forms ordered according to

'l borrow this term from Andrew Feenberg, whose critical theory of technology will be
discussed below.

?See chapter 6 of this work.
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instrumental logics. The operation of ‘subsystems’, it will be argued, is never reducible to purely

purposive-rational decisions or the execution of systemic ‘needs’.

2) The consequences for critique of the social-historical decontextualization of normative categories
is taken up in the idea of a Joss of meaning. Here, I will reformulate Habermas’s notion of cultural
Verarmung (impoverishment), in a way which draws out the consequences of my critique of

Habermasian moral-practical reason.

3) The thesis of a crisis of experience will attempt to draw out in social-theoretical terms the import
of Adomno’s critique of linguistic reification. The ‘objective abstraction’ at the root of the
rigidification of linguistic meaning will be traced to the re-structuring of the social world by
institutionally embedded forms of instrumental reasoning. The Adornian critique of the diremptions

of moral-practical reason will thereby be developed into a social theory.

Before moving on to this analysis, [ want, briefly, to turn once again to Adorno’s sociological
writings. Adorno, I will argue, attempted to rethink the nature of domination, in such a way that the
reproduction of class and group inequality, and the generation of experiential and meaning
distortions, could be understood as part of a single process. Adorno saw that the entwinement of
social relations of domination with the generalized operation of instrumental forms of reasoning
necessitated a radical reinterpretation which would be able to integrate the twofold distortion of the

objectivating attitude into a unified analysis.
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The Domination of ‘Society’ over its Members

A useful initial orientation to Adormo’s interpretation of the transformed structure of domination
in late capitalist societies, is provided by the distinction between “direct’ and ‘indirect’ domination.
Adomo argues that modem societies are characterized by the increasing prominence of the latter
form. ‘Indirect’ domination does not necessarily usher in a different set of dominating agents, or a
radical restructuring of previous inequalities. What differentiates it from “direct’ domination is that
forms of social inequality become subsumed under instrumental logics of profit and efficiency,
which then reproduce those forms of inequality indirectly, in the process of pursuing independent,
instrumentally determined ends (profit, efficiency, etc.). It is this transition that is being articulated
in the Dialectic of Enlightenment, where Horkheimer/Adomo claim that ‘Enlightenment destroys
the injustice of the old inequality - unmediated lordship and mastery - but at the same time
perpetuates it in universal mediation’ (DE 12; 18).

We can flesh out this account by drawing on Georg Simmel’s account of the transition from
pre-capitalist to capitalist social relations in his Philosophy of Money. The relations that Simmei
describes as pre-capitalist embody a form of personal dependence: apprentices are bound to a
particular master, peasants to a particular feudal lord. The disappearance of this personal element
is the defining feature of the purely monetary relations of capitalist social forms.> The personal
clement in pre-capitalist social relations points towards two particular characteristics of these
relations. Firstly, the particular structure of domination is embedded within the social identities of

individuals. These social identities are reproduced in the perpetuation of structures of domination.

*Georg Simmel, Philosophie des Geldes, pp. 379, 392-3.
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Secondly, as Simmel stresses, the ties between individuals in relationships of personal dependence
are infused with moral meaning. The social practices in which domination is reproduced are partly
structured by moral obligations. Hence the transition to capitalist social forms consists, in part, in
a de-ethicizing of these relationships. Simmel argues,

The slaveholder and the landowner has the personal interest in maintaining his slaves

and peasants, subject to socage duty, in good and capable condition; his right over

them is transformed to his own advantage into a duty - which for the capitalist in

relation to the wage labourer is either not the case, or where it nevertheless is the

case, is in no wise always perceived. The freeing of the labourer must be paid for,

so to speak, with a freeing of the employer, that is, with the disappearance of care,

which the unfree enjoyed.*
Following from this analysis, I want to suggest that the transition to forms of ‘indirect’ domination
can be seen to occur where two conditions are fulfilled. Firstly, domination becomes
‘depersonalized’, to use Simmel’s phrase, in that it is no longer rooted in the social identities of
agents. The hierarchical ordering of human relations does not disappear, but these forms of
inequality are now reproduced by the operation of instrumental logics which systematically abstract
from social identities. One consequence of this is that the supposed ‘naturalness’ of the hierarchical
ordering of society can no longer function as an ideological justification for class or group

inequalities.” Secondly, the structuring of domination in practical relations that embed moral

*Philosophie des Geldes, p. 400.

*As we will see shortly, it is now the idea of ‘pure’ systemic logics that takes over this
ideological function.
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obligations is displaced by the generalization of purposive-rational orientations, and hence the
emergence of purely instrumental ties between social agents. Relations of domination therefore
become indirect, in that they are mediated by social forms which depersonalize these relations, and
render them instrumental by reconfiguring them wholly as means to ends external to them (profit,
efficiency, etc.).

In the essay ‘Culture and Administration’, Adorno hints at the idea that this mediation of
domination through instrumental orientations can be understood as a form of * subsumption’. Adomo
argues here that the expansion of administration is rooted in a deeper logic of the exchange relation.
This is then characterized in terms of its tendency to turn objects into commensurable items, that
is, into instantiations of exchange value. In this way, it establishes ‘the subsumability of objects
under abstract rules’.® A little further on, Adorno asserts that administration ‘is external to the
administered. It subsumes it, instead of comprehending {begreifen] it’.” This leads to the assertion
that administration represents ‘the universal against [the] particular’.® Administration, for Adorno,
exemplifies the way in which relations of domination are mediated by anonymous structures and
abstract relations. This is described in the essay ‘Society’ as the domination of society over its
members, behind which class- and group-specific forms of domination perpetuate themselves,

The abstraction of exchange value precedes all particular social division in the form

of the domination of the universal over the particular, of society over its members.

That abstraction is not socially neutral, as the logicality of the process of reduction

SKultur und Verwaltung’, in Soziologische Schriften 1, p. 125.
*Kultur und Verwaltung’, p. 127.
*Kultur und Verwaltung’, p. 128.
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to unities such as average social labour time deceptively suggests. In the reduction

of human beings to agents and bearers of commodity exchange, there is hidden the

domination of human beings over human beings.’
On Adorno’s reading, relations of domination in modern society become integrated into a social
process, which is neither characterizable as ‘natural’, nor intelligible as an intended product of
human action. In defining this process as a form of subsumption, Adorno intends it to be understood
as a process governed by a non-class-specific logic, that s, a logic that is in principle separable from
any determinate set of social interests. It is by means of this idea that Adorno is able to reinterpret
the Lukécsian idea of an extension of the logic of the commodity form into culture. The logic of
abstraction rooted in processes of economic exchange, which subsumes use value under exchange
value, becomes autonomous vis a vis the economic sphere, and, as ‘subsumption’, becomes a
structuring principle of social forms more generally. At this point, however, as the domination of
society over its members, exchange logic begins to generate a series of cultural distortions. In
‘Culture and Administration’, Adorno articulates this through a description of the ‘antagonism’
between administration, which is an exemplification of the exchange relation, and culture. Culture
is said to represent ‘the perennial complaint of the particular against the universal, as long as the
latter is unreconciled with the particular’. Administration evaluates cultural items ‘according to
norms which do not reside within them, which have nothing do to with the quality of the object, but

are solely derived from abstract standards that are brought in from outside’." In this essay, Adorno

%Society’, in Soziologische Schrifien 1, pp. 13-14.

'Kultur und Verwaltung’, p. 128. The fundamental connection between economic
exchange and bureaucratic administration, therefore, is that both are founded on a rea/
abstraction, whether in the relation of buyer-seller or in that of client-administrative apparatus.
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describes the prevailing relation between culture and administration in terms of the neutralization
thesis, which we encountered in Negative Dialectics. The process of neutralization is here said to
consist in ‘the transformation of culture into an independent thing, deprived of a relation to possible
praxis’.!" In consequence, the antagonism between culture and administration is subdued, and
culture becomes a thing subordinate to the functional ends of administration. The ‘value’ and
usefulness of cultural items, therefore, now becomes solely determinable according to a logic that
is external to cultural ends. ‘What from out of itself claims to be autonomous, critical, antithetical’,
Adomo claims, ‘must atrophy, when its impulses are already integrated into what is heteronomous
in relation to it, into what is preconceived from above’.'? Culture, in consequence, loses its capacity
to disclose truth about the social world, and takes on the reified form of a commodity." This gives
grounds for suggesting that the neutralization of culture entails a particular type of distortion of
experience. When it transforms itself into the domination of society over its members, exchange
logic brings about a neutralization of the critical claims of culture. This neutralization takes shape
through the production of what Adorno elsewhere calls die Unfihigkeit ur Erfahrung (incapacity
for experience)." The type of critical-negative experience that marks culture’s antagonistic relation
to administrative forms is rendered inaccessible through the operation of exchange logic as

subsumption.

"“Kultur und Verwaltung’, p. 132.
2Kultur und Verwaltung’, p. 133.

A similar process of commodification is described by Horkheimer, in his Eclipse of
Reason (New York: Continuum, 1974), p. 40.

"“Reflexionen zur Klassenkonflikt heute’, in Soziologische Schriften 1, p. 194.
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With the theoretical figure of the domination of society over its members, then, Adomo
intends to conjoin both the perpetuation of class- and group-specific forms of injustice as mediated
through purposive-rationally organized social forms, and the distortions of human experience that
follow from the generalized social operation of exchange logic. Both elements - the perpetuation
of social domination behind abstract relations, and the ‘domination’ of cultural meaning and

experience - thereby become describable as dimensions of a single process.

Systemic Domination

[ suggested previously that Habermasian critical theory fails to grasp the nature of systemic domains
as mediated forms of class- and group-specific domination. Habermas perceives the problems posed
by the expansion of systemic media solely in terms of pathologies for the lifeworld as a whole. In
contrast to this view, | want to suggest that an internal critique of systemic domains is capable of
uncovering their role in perpetuating capitalist-specific forms of social hierarchy. Subsystems bring
about domination as juridification: the relations of domination within the lifeworld are provided
with an ideological veil when they infiltrate the operation of purposive-rationally organized
institutions. Habermas sees the monetarization and bureaucratization of labour power and
administration as necessitated on account of the ‘greater effectiveness and superior level of
integration’ of the organizational forms that emerge therefrom. The operation of systemically
ordered institutions only becomes a problem for critical theory when those institutions extend into

private and public spheres, as in that form of ‘legal domination’ that ‘redefines practical questions
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as technical ones’." If my analysis is correct, we must perceive this juridifying tendency as a
strategy of domination, in which social interests are re-presented in the form of technical
imperatives. The effect of this is to marginalize or suppress deep-seated conflicts pervading the
social world.'®

Habermas fails to gain critical access to the role of purposive rationality in the reproduction
of class and group domination because he treats media, such as money and power, as pure forms
whose operations are describable independently of their embeddedness within a particular societal
context. Habermas, that is, reduces the functioning of social institutions and organizations to the
execution of a structure of interaction that is defined theoretically in abstraction from its specific
social embodiments. But while it is intelligible to speak of ‘money’ or ‘power’ ‘in itself’, there is
no such thing as the ‘market’ or ‘administration’ “in itself’."” The institutional forms whose
interactions are structured by steering media will a/so be shaped by dominant social interests and
prejudices. | want to suggest that we need to theorize how, in a hierarchically ordered society,
dominant interests are able to assert themselves at the point of the social contextualization of

systemic media. This requires taking account of what Andrew Feenberg has called ‘the implicit

"The Theory of Communicative Action, vol. 2, pp. 321, 325.

'*The ideological function of technical imperatives is thus the practical reversal of
Habermas’s theoretical account of legitimation. Rather than systemically ordered complexes
being anchored in the lifeworld via public legitimation, social forms of power are legitimized in
practice via the appeal to systemic efficiency/effectiveness, the re-presentation of class-specific
interests as technically rational decisions.

"”An intuitive example of this can be seen in the difficulties encountered in transplanting
capitalist markets into post-communist societies. This proved to be a spectacular failure in many
cases, at least in part because it was guided by the assumption of an ‘essence’ of markets,
logically separable from its social-cultural-political contexts.
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designed-in normative biases of rationalized institutions’.'® The types of domination resulting from
the contextualization of systemic media are not types of ‘direct’ domination, as they presuppose the
switch-over to depersonalized social relations, and hence are mediated by the general adoption of
the objectivating attitude that is demanded by steering media. This mediated form of domination
can be characterized in terms of three specific features. Firstly, the power of dominant social groups
must become socially effective through the application of purposive-rational logics. Discerning
how this occurs will involve an internal critique of social institutions structured by steering media.
Secondly, the exercise of social power through mediatized institutions presupposes the freedom
from the forms of moral obligation built into ‘direct’ domination. That is, it presupposes the switch-
over to purposive-rational orientations, in which social relations are rendered instrumental to the
maximization of profit, effectiveness, and productivity. Thirdly, purposive-rational logics now come
to serve as an ideological veil for the assertion of dominant interests within mediatized
organizations and institutions. In ‘direct’ domination, as we saw, it is the ‘naturalness’ of social
hierarchy that performs this ideological function. Relations of social domination are directly ‘built
into’ social identities, rendering those relations an integral part of a meaningful order. When
domination becomes depersonalized - as mediated by institutions structured through steering media
and demanding the adoption of an objectivating attitude - it is the assumption of a pure, asocial,
purposive-rational logic that takes over this ideological function.

Theoretical support for this latter idea can be gleaned from Alasdair MacIntyre’s critique

"*Andrew Feenberg, Questioning Technology, p. 176.
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of managerialism, in his Affer Virtue.'” Bureaucratic expertise, governed by the criterion of
effectiveness, constitutes a social fiction, MacIntyre argues, because the objective claims to
knowledge that would justify it cannot be sustained.”* Managers cannot control the social
environment in the way that the notion of bureaucratic expertise intimates to be possible. Yet the
manager continues to be perceived in the wider culture as possessing the type of knowledge and
skills that would permit the ordering of means to ends according to the pure criterion of
effectiveness. But if the claims to effectiveness are objectively unsustainable, it is plausible to see
the notion of managerial expertise as an ideology, behind which lies hidden the assertion of
dominant interests. The, supposedly, objectively grounded claims of managers and bureaucratic
experts must be understood, at least in part, as unreal performances which legitimize the use of
power.?! Maclntyre stresses this point in speaking of a ‘fetishism of bureaucratic skills’, which has
come to supplement the fetishism of commodities,

For it follows from my whole argument that the realm of managerial expertise is one

in which what purport to be objectively-grounded claims function in fact as

expressions of arbitrary, but disguised, will and preference. . . . [I]n the social world

of corporations and governments|,] private preferences are advanced under the cover

“London: Duckworth, 1985. A useful elucidation of this aspect of MacIntyre’s work can
be found in Peter McMylor, Alasdair Macintyre: Critic of Modernity (London: Routledge,
1994), chapter S. For reasons which are obscure, MacIntyre consciously abstains from situating
his own work within the tradition of European critical theory. My comments here, [ hope, will
£0 some way towards compensating for this.

®Expertise here refers to the ability to formulate accurate law-like generalizations. The
reasons Maclntyre gives for this claim, which [ cannot discuss here, can be found in Afier Virtue,
PP- 93-100.

?'See McMylor, Alasdair Macintyre: Critic of Modernity, p. 138.
436



of identifying the presence or absence of the findings of experts.?

If we substitute ‘dominant social interests’ for what Maclntyre calls ‘arbitrary will’ and ‘private
preferences’, it becomes clear how this thesis can be seen as the basis of an ideology-critical reading
of purposive-rationally organized institutions and organizations, as sustaining specifically capitalist
forms of social domination.”> The ideology of effectiveness serves within bureaucratic and
administrative organizations as a mask for the exercise of social power. We can understand
Maclntyre’s thesis, I suggest, in terms of the idea that the lacuna between the (unsustainable)
objective claim to effectiveness, and the extent of the possible deployment of expertise within
bureaucratic and administrative organizations, provides a space in which dominant social interests
can enter, as a structuring moment of supposedly ‘purely’ purposive-rationally organized
institutions. Dominant interests hide behind, so to speak, the objectivating attitude constitutive of
systemically ordered domains. The subsystems of purposive-rational action do not only ‘mediatize’
the lifeworld, as Habermas claims, they also provide an ideological veil for the assertion of class-
and group-specific interests. The ‘fetishism’ of bureaucratic skills takes the claims to effectiveness
of purposive-rational subsystems at face value, rather than perceiving the operations of social power
within institutions and organizations.

The private preferences of which Maclntyre speaks, then, can be understood as class-specific

2After Virtue, p. 107.

BNote, in this regard, that MacIntyre abstains on the question of whose interests are
served by social fictions: ‘If moral utterance is put to uses at the service of arbitrary will, it is
someone’s arbitrary will; and the question of whose will it is is obviously of both moral and
political importance. But to answer that question is not my task here.” (Afier Virtue, p. 110
[latter italics mine]). If my answer - ‘specifically capitalist forms of social domination’ - is the
most cogent answer to this question, then, of course, situating Affer Virtue within the framework
of critical social theory will be entirely justified.

437



interests that get a foothold in the space between the meaning of claims to effectiveness and their
social deployment. In what follows, | want to provide support for this thesis by looking at the
operation of systemic domination in three particular areas, namely, the work process, technology,

and administration.

1) The Work Process/Industrial Organization

Studies on changes in industrial organization have provided substantive evidence for the thesis that
criteria such as efficiency and effectiveness, pertaining purely to systemic rationality and
independent of specific group interests, cannot by themselves account for fundamental
transformations in the reorganization of the work process. Rather, explaining the organization of
the work process necessitates an examination of the influence of capitalist interests, such as the need
for control over knowledge and the process of production. But there persists an “official’ view, what
David Noble has called the ‘Darwinian view’, which argues instead that creative invention in work
organization and design passes through the filters of objective science, economic rationality, and
the market, which effortlessly ‘select’ the most efficient alternative.? This provides a valuable
illustration of how the appeal to systemic rationality is capable of taking on an ideological function -
in masking exercises of social power as decisions necessitated by the systemic demands for profit
and effectiveness. Systemic rationality can be seen here as a rationalization of decisions and
developments which were taken and followed, at least in part, on the basis of social and political
interests.

Harry Braverman, in his account of the scientific-technical transformation of the work

¥David Noble, Forces of Production (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1984), pp. 145€f.
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process, argued that social interests played a determining role in the application of purposive-
rational thinking to the organization of work. The guiding interest behind this transformation,
Braverman argued, was the capitalist interest in control over the work process.” Hence scientific-
technical knowledge was applied to the work process in such a way that this interest was secured.
Within the social-cultural context of class antagonism, the application of scientific rationality took
the form of a transfer of knowledge from the worker to management, with the intention of breaking
the element of worker control still afforded in craft culture,

It is in the age of the scientific-technical revolution that management sets itself the

problem of grasping the [work] process as a whole and controlling every element of

it, without exception. . . . The unity of thought and action, conception and execution,

hand and mind, which capitalism threatened from its beginnings, is now attacked by

a systematic dissolution employing all the resources of science and the various

engineering disciplines based upon it.
Stephen Marglin has suggested that control over knowledge, rather than “efficiency’, can be seen
as the dominant factor in a number of innovations in work organization, from sub-product
specialization, and, in many cases, the factory system, to ‘scientific management’, and later in the

development of hi-tech agriculture.” In all these cases, Marglin’s analyses suggest, a class-specific

*Harry Braverman, Labor and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work in the
Twentieth Century (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1974), pp. 169ff.

*Labor and Monopoly Capital, p. 171.

#"The first two elements are discussed in Stephen Marglin, ‘Losing Touch: The Cultural
Conditions of Worker Accommodation and Resistance’, in F. A. Marglin and S. A. Marglin
(eds.), Dominating Knowledge: Development, Culture and Resistance (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1990), pp. 220-23. The argument applies to the factory system in those cases where it took place
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interest in control came to determine the direction, and the social instantiation of purposive-rational
thinking. The interest in control was the social filter through which purposive rationality became
historically active. Another illustration of this argument has been furnished by David Noble’s social
history of industrial automation, in his Forces of Production. Arguing against the view that the
primary motive in the development of automation was efficiency, in terms of cost reduction, Noble
argues that the drive to automate ‘has been from its inception the drive to reduce dependence upon
skilled labor, to deskill necessary labor and reduce rather than raise wages’.?*

A further aspect of Harry Braverman’s argument concerns his assertion of capitalist interests
was achieved through an instrumentalization of work, exemplified in the attempt of F. W. Taylor’s
‘scientific management’ to ‘treat the workers themselves as machines’ ** The transformation of the

worker into a general-purpose machine, a ‘mechanism articulated by hinges, ball-and-socket joints,

without an appreciable change in technology. The role of scientific management is discussed in
Marglin’s essay ‘Knowledge and Power’, in F. Stephen (ed.), Firms, Labour and Organization:
Approaches to the Economics of Work Organization (New York: St. Martins Press, 1984). In his
analysis of agricultural systems, Marglin argues that the development of hi-tech agriculture
resulted in ‘the substitution of the farmer’s wisdom, rooted in the experience of working the
land, for the knowledge of the plant breeder, chemist, or engineer, rooted in the laboratory or the
experimental plot’, Stephen Marglin, ‘Farmers, Seedsmen and Scientists: Systems of Agriculture
and Systems of Knowledge’, in Decolonizing Knowledge: From Development to Dialogue, F. A.
Marglin and S. A. Marglin (eds.) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), p. 220.

BForces of Production, p. 338. Noble supports this thesis through an analysis of the
grounds of the eventual success the N/C (numerical control) model of automation, over the R/P
(record-playback) model. Whereas N/C lent itself to programming in the office, and
management control over the process, R/P built upon workers’ skills, and lent itself to
programming on the shop floor. Noble argued that the eventual dominance of the N/C model
was explicable in terms of the needs and interests of the technical, management, and military
communities (which formed the social context determining the development of automation)
rather than in terms of any superior efficiency (pp. 191fY.).

®Labor and Monapoly Capital, p. 173.
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etc.’, became entwined with a particular capitalist interest, namely, ‘the displacement of labor as
the subjective element of the labor process and its transformation into an object’.*® Purposive
rationality, in this case, became historically active as a restructuring of work that served the
assertion of technical and bureaucratic control over the work process, typified by the assembly line
and the rule book. At the same time, as Stephen Marglin has argued, authority was depersonalized,
and the class-specific interests underlying this transformation were legitimated by appeal the shared
social value of ‘impersonal rationality’, conceived as a ‘transcendent authority’ to which all were
subject.’' By this means, systemic domination was able to maintain patterns of authority and control
without making use of the means of compulsion, rooted in tradition and cultural meaning, that typify
direct domination. What is now crucial is the mediation of domination through purposive-rationally
organized social forms. Purposive rationality is bothan ideological veil for the assertion of dominant

interests, and a social process within which class antagonisms are ‘subsumed’.

2) Technology
Andrew Feenberg has argued convincingly that Habermasian media theory ought to be expanded
to include technology as a third dimension, alongside money and power.* The justification for this

argument concemns the communication-replacing function that is taken on by different technological

*Labor and Monopoly Capital, pp. 179-80.

*!“What the capitalist forgets to mention’, Marglin continues, ‘is that somebody makes
the rules, just as somebody sets the speed of the line’, Stephen Marglin, ‘Losing Touch: The
Cultural Conditions of Worker Accommodation and Resistance’, pp. 2234.

2Andrew Feenberg, Questioning Technology, pp. 166fF.
441



devices.* Following from this claim, and in line with the argument advanced concerning systemic
domination, it would make sense to look for the operation of social power within the construction
and design of technological devices. It is precisely this move, Feenberg notes, that is excluded by
Habermas’s employment of systems theory. Habermas cannot criticize the internal structure of any
of the media, and treats them instead as ‘neutral realizations of a rational logic’.>* Feenberg attempts
to correct Habermas’s reading, by means of a ‘design critique’ of technology, which is based on the
assumption that alongside natural purposes (such as control over nature), there are always also
social purposes (such as capitalist control) embedded in technological design, which reflect and
entrench dominant social interests. The notion of design critique rests on a social constructionist
view of technology, viewing it as a social object, rather than conceiving it in essentialist terms, as
describable independently of social, cultural and political contexts. Central to design critique is the
idea that the definition of ‘problems’ and ‘solutions’ in technological design is not reducible to
questions of technical efficiency in abstraction from the needs and interests of social groups which
are at stake in the construction of technical devices. Rather, technical problems and solutions are

partially defined by social needs and interests.” The roots of the notion of design critique can

*This is intuitively plausible if we think, for example, of the role of technology in
coordinating people’s actions within the transportation system (by means of traffic lights, for
instance). Feenberg also makes use of Bruno Latour’s example of the door closer, which
substitutes for the linguistic command “close the door!’. See Questioning Technology, p. 168.

*Questioning Technology, p. 176. Feenberg argues that the Habermasian account is
guilty of the essentialist error, as it ‘interprets a historically specific phenomenon in terms of a
transhistorical conceptual construction’ (Questioning Technology, p. 15).

*Bijker and Pinch have applied this idea to the development of the bicycle in the late
nineteenth century. See their ‘The Social Construction of Facts and Artifacts’, in W. E. Bijker,
T. P. Hughes, T. J Pinch (eds.), The Social Construction of Technological Systems (Cambridge,
Ma: MIT Press, 1987).

442



perhaps be traced to Marcuse’s reading of science and technology, which offers the possibility of
acritical appropriation of technological systems that is inaccessible from a Habermasian standpoint.
Marcuse argued that

[t]he very concept of technical reason is perhaps ideological. . . . Specific purposes

and interests of domination are not foisted upon technology “subsequently” and from

the outside: they enter the very construction of the technical apparatus. Technology

is always a historical-social project: in it is projected what a society and its ruling

interests intend to do with men and things.*
Feenberg terms that approach which takes into account the embodiment of social, cultural, and
political norms in technological devices the ‘hermeneutic’ approach. This is contrasted with the
‘functionalist’ approach, in which technological devices are conceived as standing in external
relations with social norms and interests. The hermeneutic approach is capable of disclosing the
power-laden pre-understanding that informs specific instances of technological design and
development.”’” Feenberg refers to this pre-understanding as a ‘technical code’ that guides the
selection process in technological design.*® This idea enables us to see the ideological function of
technocratic rationalization. For once technical codes become embodied in devices, the process of

technical development, and the background of interests that partially determine this development,

*Herbert Marcuse, Negations (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968), pp. 2234.
Y"Questioning Technology, pp. 86fF.

‘8An example of this, Feenberg suggests, is the technical code that privileges deskilling
as a strategy of mechanization (Questioning Technology, p. 179).
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tend to be mystified under the illusion of technical necessity.” In this way, technocratic
rationalization functions as a mask for the exercise of social power.

Feenberg conceives of the mediation of class and group domination with subsumptive-
instrumental logics in terms of a distinction between ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ instrumentalization.
Primary instrumentalization consists of four reifying moments, which can be understood as roughly
articulating what Adorno conceived as that logical structure that establishes the ‘subsumability of
objects under abstract rules’. By means of this fourfold reification, objects are 1) decontextualized
(de-worlded), and 2) reduced to those qualities that are technically useful. And the subject is 1)
autonomized (i.e. isolated from the effects of its action), and 2) positioned strategically with respect
to objects, and hence able to manipulate their hidden properties for subjectively posited ends.*
Secondary instrumentalization denotes the social contextualization of the primary technical relation
expressed in this fourfold reification. There are four components to this contexutalization,
comprising 1) systematization (the re-embedding of a device in its natural environment), 2)
mediation through ethical and aesthetic qualities. Also, vis a vis the subject, 3) vocation (the
integration of the acts of the technical subject into the life process), and 4) the compensating for
strategic positioning through various forms of tactical initiative. It is because of the necessary
underdetermination of technological development, when seen solely from the level of primary

instrumentalization, that social interests and values are able to assert themselves at this secondary

¥Technical codes, Feenberg argues, come to appear as ‘self-evident’, and the historical
process by which objects are selected by a code reflecting social values disappears from view.
Social scientific investigation is therefore called upon to undertake the critical task of
uncovering the social interests that are unthinkingly reflected in technological regimes
(Questioning Technology, p. 88).

*Questioning Technology, pp. 203-5.
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level. By taking account of this second level, that type of technological fetishism can be overcome,
in which technology appears ‘as a non-social instantiation of pure technical rationality rather than
as a node in a social network’.*' It is because the subsumptive logic of technical rationality operates
in a social context that is power-laden, that the social-scientific analysis of this second level takes
the form of a hermeneutic critique of power. At the point of social contextualization, therefore, the

entwinement of technical rationality and capitalist interests can become visible to social critique.

3) Administrative Rationality

In the cases of the work process and technology, we have seen how purposive rationality serves as
an ideological veil for the social operation of dominant interests. Alasdair MaclIntyre’s critique of
the claims to expertise of managerialism, as we saw, makes the same point concerning
administrative and bureaucratic forms. The purposive-rationally organized knowledge of managers
and experts cannot ground the type of expertise that would justify the extent of
bureaucratic/administrative power in modern society. Expertise cannot control the social
environment such that the action of managers and administrators could be intelligibly understood
as the execution of collective goals according to a pure logic of effectiveness. Consequently, social
power is able to enter at the point of the social contextualization of bureaucratic/administrative
rationality. However, expertise continues to function as a discourse of legitimation for decisions that
are taken on the basis of class- or group-specific interests. When bureaucratic and administrative
decisions are challenged, appeal is made to bureaucratic expertise and ‘effectiveness’. In this way,

the purposive-rational knowledge of experts functions as a means of marginalizing or suppressing

*'Questioning Technology, p. 211.
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deeply rooted forms of social conflict.* As in the case of the work process and technology, this
points to the need for an internal critique of purposive-rationally ordered social forms, a critique that
is able to uncover the operation of social power within them.

An insight into the workings of administrative rationality as a form of ideology can be
gleaned from Bent Flyvbjerg’s study, Rationality and Power: Democracy in Practice.® Flyvbjerg’s
study is concerned with the capacity of a social context of power, which filters into administrative
institutions, to influence or deflect collective goals. One of Flyvbjerg’s guiding theses is that it is
either meaningless, or misleading for administrators and researchers to operate with a conception
of rationality from which power is absent.* Significantly, Flyvbjerg grounds this thesis in the idea
that power constitutes the social context of rationality.*’ In order to understand the operation of
administrative rationality, Flyvbjerg argues, one must proceed on the assumption that ‘knowledge
and power, truth and power, rationality and power are . . . analytically and politically inseparable,
leaving the actual relationship between these phenomena open to empirical test’.* Power is

understood by Flyvbjerg in broadly Foucaultian terms, as a productive force disseminated in social

*“In fact, the ideological function, which was latent in the first two cases, becomes
explicit in the case of bureaucratic expertise, given the close link between administration and the
political sphere.

“Trans. S. Sampson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998). Flyvbjerg’s study
focusses upon the ‘Aalborg project’, an urban planning project originating in the town of
Aalborg, Denmark, in the late 1970's.

“Flyvbjerg explicitly formulates this thesis as a critique of Habermas’s theory of
communicative rationality, in Rationality and Power, p. 227.

“‘rationality is context-dependent, and . . . the context of rationality is power’,
Rationality and Power, p. 3.

“Rationality and Power, p. 6.
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relations, rather than as located in a centre. Administrative rationality, therefore, must be seen as
something that is produced within this power-laden social context. Hence the rationality that is
allegedly attributable to the neutral analyses of experts is, instead, to be perceived as ‘actively
formed by the power relations which are themselves grounded and expressed in processes that are
social-structural, conjunctural, organizational, and actor related. Conversely, these power relations
are supported by the rationality generated’.*’ Flyvbjerg employs the notion of the ‘/ongue durée’ of
power as a way of conceiving this contextualization. In relation to modern institutions and
phenomena such as administrative neutrality and rationality, forms of social power can be seen as
‘estate’ traditions that have consolidated themselves via centuries of daily practice. These
consolidated power relations ‘have penetrated into the forging of modemn institutions’.*®
Flyvbjerg coins the term Realrationalitdt for that type of rationality that is produced in the
context of relations of power. The notion of Realrationalitdt places social conflict at the centre of
the study of politics, administration and planning. This notion then leads to the central distinction
between ‘rationality’ and ‘rationalization’. The latter term denotes the deployment of rationality by
power in the service of specific social interests. Flyvbjerg describes the operation of rationality and
rationalization within contexts of power in terms of Goffman’s notion of a ‘frontstage-backstage’
relationship. ‘Backstage’, beyond public view, power operates as rationalization of decisions. This

rationalization is then presented ‘frontstage’ as rationality.*® In Flyvbjerg’s case study, the evaluative

“"Rationality and Power, p. 27.

*Rationality and Power, p. 90. ‘In most societies’, Flyvbjerg argues, ‘entrenched
practices of class and privilege form part of the social and political context and limit the
possibilities of democratic change’ (p. 235).

“See Rationality and Power, pp. 97-8; p. 228.
447



criteria for administrative and planning decisions, and the mode in which those criteria are to be
applied, are seen to be largely determined by dominant social and political interests. Hence,
administrative expertise functions in large part as the technical rationalization of previously made
decisions. ‘“What emerges’, Flyvbjerg argues, ‘is a picture of technical expertise used as
rationalization of policy, of rationality as the legitimation of power’.® Linked to this is that
characteristic operation of social power which Flyvbjerg terms ‘defining reality’. Dominant interests
produce the knowledge that is conducive to the reality desired, and this active operation of social
power must be sought for just as much in the absence of rational arguments and documentation in
support of certain actions, as in their presence on behalf of other actions.”’ As in the case of
technological design, this points towards the need for a critical hermeneutic of power, that is, a
social-scientific investigation that is able uncover the power-laden pre-understanding informing the
decisions of administration and planning. The presupposition behind such a critical hermeneutic is
that bureaucratic and administrative expertise rationalizes dominant conceptions of economic and
social needs, by re-presenting them in the guise of neutral, technical rationality. Administrative
rationality thereby takes on an ideological function, in transforming a particular conceptualization
of economic and social interests into ‘expert knowledge’. A valuable elucidation of this thesis can
be found in the work of Benyon, Hudson, and Sadler on the role of management during the decline

of two British nationalized industries.*? In part two their study, which deals with the decision to

®Rationality and Power, p. 26.
5'See Rationality and Power, p. 27, pp. 36fF, p. 227.

2H. Benyon, R. Hudson, D. Sadler, A Tale of Two Industries: The Contraction of Coal
and Steel in the North East of England (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1991). Much of the
analysis of the actions of management in this study dovetails with Flyvbjerg’s analysis of power
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close a particular colliery, the authors argue that the National Coal Board actively sought to confine
public discussion and debate within the narrow parameters of a particular conceptualization of
economic interests, and deliberately discounted and obfuscated the efforts of trade unions to frame
debate around a competing conceptualization of economic interests, which laid stress on the social
costs and social consequences of mine closures. According to Benyon et. al., the Coal Board adopted
the language of ‘production’, ‘budgets’ and ‘plans’ to rationalize a decision that had already been
pre-determined on the basis of a pre-understanding reflecting the interests of dominant social
groups.*>* This would appear to be a worrying confirmation of Maclntyre’s thesis that the appeal to
expertise functions in large part as a means of marginalizing, and suppressing social conflict.*
When it dons the mantle of expertise and speaks the language of efficiency, administrative
rationality is engaged to a large extent in depoliticizing social conflicts, involving the re-presentation
of conceptualizations deriving from dominant social-economic interests in the form of technical-
neutral decisions. This process, as Flyvbjerg stresses, serves one of the central purposes of
administrative rationality, which is to keep conflictual relations latent rather than visible, and stable
rather than confrontational. What appears simply as the transformation of public policy into
administrative action is in fact determined by the influence and interests of dominant social groups,

an influence that is at the same time disguised by the elimination of politics with the aid of

as producing technical rationalization. The authors argue, for instance, that the National Coal
Board exploited its monopoly of knowledge to fend off criticism (pp. 37T.).

"See A Tale of Two Industries, p. 78.
HSee McMylor, Alasdair Maclntyre: Critic of Modernity, pp. 145fF.
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technics.>’

These analyses suggest that the notion of integration through domination, which was
reinterpreted in the previous chapter through the notion of symbolic domination, can also form the
basis of an internal critique of purposive-rationally ordered social forms. Systemic integration
cannot merely be understood as integration via delinguistified media, but must a/so be understood
as integration through domination. My arguments in this section have therefore furnished a partial
vindication of Adorno’s claim that the cohesion of modern societies is partially secured through an
antagonism of interests (ESoz 78). A significant component of societal integration is the successful
attempts of dominant social groups to impose their interests on the operations of purposive-
rationally organized social forms. Habermas’s focus on ‘social’ versus ‘systemic’ integration thus
appears as woefully inadequate. Modern societies are integrated in large part, not through consensus,
but via dominant interests, rooted in the lifeworld, that disguise themselves as systemic imperatives,
thereby furnishing a de-politicization, and thus suppression and marginalization, of social conflict.
We can understand the mediation of purposive rationality and social power, I suggested, by thinking
of relations of domination as the social context within which mediatized social forms operate. When
understood through their contextualization, the imperatives of subsystems are revealed, in large part,

as the imperatives of dominant social groups.

Meaning and History

“Rationality and Power, p. 161.
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In his The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Weber depicts the loss of meaning
afflicting modern, rationalized social orders in terms of the severance of economic activity from
its value-rational background in the protestant ethic, which had previously furnished economic
activity with a moral-spiritual sense. Occupational asceticism had been religiously anchored, and
responded to the need for salvation. Acquisition for acquisition’s sake was, for Weber, ‘originally
not poiesis, but praxis, part of a mode of life in which what was at stake was not representations of
success but representations of validity’.® In the course of the development of modern capitalism,
Weber argued, economic activity lost its anchorage in the substantive rationality of moral-religious
meaning,

The Puritan wanted to work in a calling, we are forced to do so. For when asceticism

was carried out of monastic cells into everyday life, and began to dominate world

morality, it did its part in building the tremendous cosmos of the modern economic

order. This order is now bound to the technical and economic conditions of machine

production which to-day determine the lives of all the individuals who are born into

this mechanism, not only those directly concerned with economic acquisition, with

irresistible force. . . . Where the fulfilment of the calling cannot directly be related

to the highest spiritual and cultural values, or when, on the other hand, it need not

be felt simply as economic compulsion, the individual generally abandons the

attempt to justify it at all. . . . [T]he pursuit of wealth, stripped of its religious and

cthical meaning, tends to become associated with purely mundane passions, which

*Wolfgang Schluchter, ‘Ethik und Kapitalismus. Die zwei Thesen Max Webers’, in
Unversohnte Moderne (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1996), p. 210.
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often actually give it the character of sport.*’

Weber’s suspicion that the process of disenchantment has created conditions in which it was
impossible to redeem the Enlightenment ideals of reason, freedom, and progress - that
Enlightenment had ‘relinquished its own realization’ - forms a guiding theme of Dialectic of
Enlightenment.*® The Weberian analysis was interpreted, by Horkheimer and Adorno, in terms of
a transition in the form and structure of domination. An originally spiritual form of domination,
which was rooted in a frame of social meaning linked to substantive reason, transformed itself into
the domination of formally rationalized institutions - modes of production and bureaucracy
disembedded from any cosmological sense - over human beings. This comprises both a new
structure of class and group domination, mediated by the domination of institutions over human
beings, and the reification of cultural meanings.

It is the latter thesis that Habermas attempts to reinterpret through the idea of ‘cultural
impoverishment’. Cultural rationalization, which sets free the inner logics of cultural value spheres,
also remains encapsulated in expert cultures, in such a way that the professionalized treatment of
cultural tradition becomes ‘a kind of second nature that has lost its force’.* In my critique of
Habermasian moral-practical reason, I argued that cultural reification must be understood, instead,
as an internal distortion of moral discourse, which takes the form of a severance of moral value from

experiential content and social-historical meaning. This was described through the notion of

"Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Capitalism, trans. T.
Parsons (London: Unwin, 1930), pp. 181-2.

®Dialectic of Enlightenment, p. 41; 48.
®The Theory of Communicative Action, vol. 2, p. 327.
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linguistic reification, understood as that process by which moral concepts becomes constitutively
severed from social-historical contextual connections, and from moral experience. Habermas’s
diluted reading of the problem of cultural reification, I argued, leads to a number of untenable
dualisms in his reading of the structure of moral discourse. The result of this reading was seen to
be the reduction of moral discourse to a form of conflict management, a temporary negotiation of
the clash of social interests, without transfigurative force.

It was also argued, however, that Habermas’s recent work on the role of meaning-disclosive
discourses hints at an interpretation of the problem of cultural reification more congenial to the
analyses found in Adorno’s work. Habermas’s appeal to the existential orientation furnished by das
Auperalltdgliche (the extraordinary) and das Unbedingte (the unconditioned), I suggested, can be
read as an admission of the danger of the potential desiccation of communicative practice, when
moral-practical reason is emptied of the meaning content furnished by ethical ideals. However,
although Habermas’s analysis of the problem is correct, it cannot be surmounted by calling upon
meaning-disclosive discourses to take the supplementary role of a nonrational complement to moral
discourse. From an Adomian perspective, it is the de-cognitivizing of meaning-disclosure that lies
at the very root of processes of linguistic reification. What must be made accessible to critical
analysis is the process by which moral categories become systematically decontextualized, and thus
de-narrativized and de-practicalized. This calls for a more substantive engagement with the
distortions inherent in cultural rationalization than is discernible in Habermas’s work. The basis of
such an account, I believe, can be found in Charles Taylor’s social philosophy. Taylor, I will argue,
interprets the loss of meaning thesis in terms of the inaccessibility of the ethical background of

moral norms. On Taylor’s view, it is the social-historical meaning content attaching to moral
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categories, that which enables those categories to work critically within the social world, which is
seen to be under threat from the procedural rationality accompanying capitalist modernization.
An appropriate place to take up this idea in Taylor’s work is his essay ‘Legitimation
Crisis?’.® The broadly Weberian thrust of Taylor’s approach to the question of legitimacy can be
discerned in his account of the relation between social practices and the ideals and self-
understandings of human agents. Taylor’s conception of legitimacy can be characterized as
internalist.’' Legitimacy cannot be conceptualized in quantifiable terms, or in terms of scientific-
behaviourist concepts, but is rather concerned essentially with the self-understandings of agents,
involving conceptions of the good life and notions of what it is to be human that have framed the
identity of persons in modern societies. Taylor’s guiding thesis is that the structures and institutions
of the social and political order realize and embody a determinate form of human self- and world-
interpretation, and thereby ‘materialize’ a corresponding moral map, or vision of the good.®? With
this idea of a vision of the good that is carried by and within institutions, Taylor intends something
akin to Hegel’s objective spirit, as the social-political embodiment of the Geist of a set of agents.
The identity of agents in modern societies, Taylor argues, can be seen to contain three specific
normative self-interpretations, which determine the dignity of the self and its sense of its own moral

worth. The modern agent understands him or herself as an equal bearer of rights (the legal self-

%In Philosophy and the Human Sciences: Philosophical Papers 2 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1985).

S'Hartmut Rosa, /dentitdt und kulturelle Praxis: Politische Philosophie nach Charles
Taylor (Frankfurt am Main: Campus Verlag, 1998), p. 418.

%2See Hartmut Rosa, /dentitdt und kulturelle Praxis, p. 417. See also his ‘On Defining the
Good Life: Liberal Freedom and Capitalist Necessity’, Constellations 5 (1998) 201-214, pp. 206-
7.
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interpretation), as a producer (the economic self-interpretation), and as a citizen (the political self-
interpretation). These self-conceptions are typically embedded within a set of practices, which
sustain, nurture and support the modemn identity. The normative self-interpretations of equal rights
bearer, producer, and citizen, argues Taylor, are materialized by practices such as the operation of
the legal system, the practices of negotiation and collective bargaining, and the political system of
voting and elections.®® According to Taylor, then, members of a society will find that society
legitimate just so long as they affirm the self-representations and inherent goods which are
sedimented in its institutions, structures and practices. A legitimation crisis may ensue because
individuals come to affirm self-interpretations, drawn from other cultures or worked out in
opposition to one’s own society, that are in conflict with the objective spirit of the society in
question. Another possibility, however, is that political-social structures can no longer function as
embodiments of the common moral map, the normative self-interpretations of agents, either because
they have become rigidified, or because they have been infiltrated by imperatives that negate these
self-interpretations. It is the latter possibility that can form the basis for a loss of meaning thesis.
Modem capitalist society, Taylor argues, tends to undermine the capacity of social practices
to function as the embodiments of the self- and world-interpretations of modern agents. This society,
Taylor asserts, “has a fateful tendency to sap the bases of its own legitimacy’.* The institutions and
social practices which entrench and express the modem identity tend, over time, to undermine
participants’ faith in this identity. For instance, productive labour within the economic system is

linked, via the normative self-interpretations distinctive of what Taylor calls the ‘naturalist’ world

‘Legitimation Crisis?, p. 276.
#Legitimation Crisis?’, p. 288.
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view, to the strong goods of rational control and freedom from illusion. Hence, in productive labour,
‘we are not only meeting our needs, but we are also realizing our status as autonomous, rational
agents. We are affirming ourselves spiritually’.®® The instrumental stance towards nature is
normatively anchored by the affirmation of human autonomy. The latter constitutes the spiritual
dimension to the assertion of instrumental control in economic practices. It is this spiritual-
normative anchoring of productive activity that Taylor sees as threatened by the disfigurements of
work within ‘consumer society’. Elements of this are alienated labour, that is, the loss of control
over work relations and tasks, the lack of common control of economic priorities, and commodity
fetishism, understood as the organizing of a self-identity around consumer products.®® The
consequence of this is that the practices which organize productive activity prevent this activity from
being experienced as an affirmation of the normative self-interpretations concerning freedom and
autonomous control. Taylor encapsulates this argument as follows,

If we see ourselves as the playthings of mindless impersonal forces, or worse, the

victims of a fascination with mere things, and this in the very practices which are

supposed to sustain our identity and our conception of the good, then we cannot but

lose confidence in these practices. We are threatened with a kind of anomie, in

which we cease to believe in the norms governing our social life, but have no

alternative but to live by them nonetheless.®’

Thus, there exists a ‘contradiction’ of modern capitalist society that is not reducible to economic

55Legitimation Crisis?’, p. 268.
%‘Legitimation Crisis?’, pp. 278fF.
§7Legitimation Crisis?’, p. 282.
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crisis. Rather, this contradiction can only be elucidated in terms of the relation between the
normative self-interpretations of agents, and the social practices which materialize these self-
understandings.

There is a fundamental connection, for Taylor, between the modemn capitalist order and
‘naturalist’ self-understandings. In the course of its development, however, modern capitalism,
becomes unable to realize the ‘goods’, the conceptions of human autonomy and mastery, that form
the normative background of naturalism. Current practices come to contradict the historical sense
attaching to the strong goods of rational mastery and freedom that infuse the naturalist standpoint.
These goods are understood by Taylor as ethical ideals that represent the value-rational background
to certain characteristic, modern social-political practices. They articulate a sense of the good, or
a vision of the human, representing a normative model of human existence that embeds an ideal of
self. The failure of social-political practices to nurture and support these ideals, Taylor argues, is
liable to provoke a form of moral crisis %

Taylor’s thesis of a social-practical undermining of ethical ideals can provide the basis for
an argument concerning the reification of moral categories. The guiding question here concerns
what happens to moral norms when they are no longer able to draw on the substantive ethical
backgrounds, which are threatened by the erosion of the forms of practical-cultural materialization
of normative self-interpretations. In Sources of the Self, Taylor relates this inaccessibility, or

suppression, of ethical backgrounds to the emergence of a purely procedural model of moral-

$%Legitimation Crisis?’, p. 277.
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practical reasoning.®® Defining the moral in procedural terms leads to an identification of moral
thinking with the rational justifiability of formal principles of action. Taylor’s charge against the
procedural model can be understood, essentially, as the claim that, within it, integral elements of
moral experience are deprived of their cognitive force. Taylor expresses this in terms of the
constitutive sidelining of ‘qualitative distinctions’ in proceduralist formulations of moral-practical
reason. Articulating qualitative distinctions, Taylor argues, means to set out ‘the point of our moral
actions. It explains in a fuller and richer way the meaning of this action for us, just what its goodness
or badness, being obligatory or forbidden, consists in’. ™° By bracketing qualitative distinctions as
irrelevant to moral justification, the type of cognition furnished by procedural moral-practical reason
becomes too weak to capture the rational pull of moral ideals. It cannot provide reasons for the
subjects whose moral understandings are at stake. The proceduralist counter move to this argument,
of course, involves drawing a sharp distinction between the moral-cognitive force of justificatory
procedures, and the supplementary role of meaning-disclosive discourse, as a source of motivation
answering the question ‘why be moral?”.”" | want to argue that we can derive a response to this from
Taylor’s work, which charges that the proceduralist view is deeply and inseparably bound up with
a process of linguistic reification. To construct this argument, we must note that the appeal to
qualitative distinctions in Taylor’s work, involving the normative self-interpretations attaching to

ethical ideals of the self, serves as a critique of the decontextualization of moral categories. The

®Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), pp.
86-7.

Sources of the Self, p. 80.
"Jiirgen Habermas, ‘Remarks on Discourse Ethics’, pp. 691
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ethical background of moral norms represents, for Taylor, those social-historical contextual
connections that establish the cognitive binding force of moral categories. In tracing the history of
modern moral categories in Sources of the Self, Taylor’s strategy is to recover the social-historical
meaning content of those categories, which is constitutively bracketed by the dominant procedural
model of moral-practical reason. This is the same critical strategy that we saw at work in Adomo’s
critique of linguistic reification, where the intention is to ‘comprehend things in their having
become’ (ESoz 245). Like Adorno, Taylor sees the potential for critique in the social-historical
possibilities that enter into the construction of moral concepts, those possibilities that are neutralized
or bracketed by a procedural determination of moral cognition. Thus in recovering the historical
meanings of moral categories, Taylor wants to reclaim the emancipatory content of those categories,
that which enables them to work as concrete disclosures of disfigured forms of practice. The
transcendent element in moral categories is drawn from their (unredeemed) historical possibilities,
locked within ‘moral sources’. We can see the functioning of ethical ideals as a critique of
reification in Taylor’s discussion of the category of rights. Taylor constructs this critique through
a distinction between two different structures of justification, namely, that type of justification that
articulates a vision of the good (i.e. an ethical background) and the procedural mode of justification
that focusses on ‘basic reasons’. The ‘vision of the good’ represents the social-historical meaning
content on which the procedural justification implicitly relies for its cognitive force, but which it
simultaneously brackets or neutralizes,
It is one thing to say that I ought to refrain from manipulating your emotions or
threatening you, because that is what respecting your rights as a human being

requires. It is quite another to set out just what makes human beings worthy of
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commanding our respect, and to describe the higher mode of life and feeling which

is involved in recognizing this. . . . Our conceptions of what makes humans worthy

of respect have shaped the actual schedule of rights we recognize, and the latter has

evolved over centuries with changes in the former.”™
The “vision of the good’, therefore, de-reifies the category of rights, rendering its meaning sensitive
to the historical process in which the concept is embedded. The Sollen, the ‘ought’ embedded in the
category of rights can then appear as the realization of a historical possibility, and simultaneously
as the ‘truth’ of an ethical self-interpretation that is socially-practically materialized (in imperfect
form) in the institutions which secure the protection of rights.

Taylor’s critique of the procedural model, which he also identifies with the instrumentalism
of ‘disengaged reason’, relies on the notion, which we have seen to be central to Adorno’s critique
of the abstractions of moral reason, that moral cognition is parasitic upon the disclosure of
experiential meaning. In Sources of the Self, Taylor traces the suppression of the cognitive force of
a particular type of experience, which he terms the exploration of order through personal resonance,
and which is said to be characteristic of artistic and literary modemism.” These “epiphanic’ works
are founded on the assumption that a publicly accessible cosmic order of meanings has become
impossible. Hence a feeling of contact with a moral order could now only be explored through the
mediating term of what Taylor calls a personal vision. The intention of artistic and literary

modernism was, according to Taylor, to ‘retrieve experience from the deadening, routinized,

"2Sources of the Self, p. 77.
"See Sources of the Self, pp. 456fF.
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conventional forms of instrumental civilization’.™ This did not mean a recovery of unmediated
experience, but rather a transfiguration of conventional ways of seeing. It is the experience of the
everyday as transfigured through personal resonances which, according to Taylor, is capable of
generating an affective bond to moral value.” The suppression of this form of experience is, Taylor
argues, a consequence of the dominance of the disengaged, instrumental mode of thinking.
Habermas assumes, unsurprisingly, that Taylor’s critique of the procedural model can only be a
demand for an aesthetically motivated renunciation of philosophy, which must give up any pretense
to convince on the basis of its ‘own arguments’.” But in fact, Taylor’s is invoking the same critique
of the reduction of moral-practical reason to action-coordination that I explored at length in my
critique of Habermas. As we also saw with Dewey’s theory of communication, Taylor is arguing that
moral validity is not reducible to the purely logical dimension of illocutionary force. The
Justification of norms is always also the disclosure, the ‘sharing’, of an experience of moral
meaning; illocutionary force necessarily embodies an affective component. Whereas Dewey sees
the affective bond emerging through the transfigurative power of the praxis of communication, for
Taylor, it emerges in the transfigurative power of personal resonances. Taylor is suggesting that an
integral part of the ‘rational pull’ of normative justification is to be found in the experience in which
moral categories are disclosed as a meaningful ideal of self- and other-relations. Or, to put this

differently, moral arguments must at some level incorporate an expressive presentation of self. To

MSources of the Self, p. 469.

5As Taylor puts this, an epiphanic work ‘can put us in contact with the sources it taps’,
Sources of the Self, p. 512.

76Remarks on Discourse Ethics’, p. 74.
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assent to a claim to moral validity is always also to respond affectively, sympathetically, to a claim
to moral insult and injury, and to respond solidaristically to the ideal of intersubjective relations that
is revealed in this self-presentation.”

Taylor’s argument, then, is that ethical self-interpretations, as mediated by forms of
experiential disclosure, are intrinsic to the meaning of moral norms. The reasons we have for
accepting moral norms are incomprehensible unless they also embody the articulation of an ethical
ideal of self. This point is directly related to the critique of linguistic reification. For Taylor, it is
ethical self-interpretations, which draw on the experiential disclosure of moral meaning, that furnish
the narrativization of moral categories. They provide a ‘story’ of ‘who we are’, ‘how we have
become’ and ‘where we are going’ that enables the transcendent force of the moral to be felt as a
form of ethical self-transcendence, a claim on the self that is the self’s own ideal social-historical
possibility.”™ Moral categories, on this view, cannot appear merely as procedurally determined norms
functional for action coordination. When their decontextualization and de-narrativization is seen
through, they must be understood both as informed, constituted, by the history of struggle inscribed
within them, and, through their historical possibilities, as embodying an ethical project of self-
transformation. At this point, we can see a clear connection with Hegel’s account of the struggle for
recognition in the dialectic of crime. The moral claim that is raised in crime constitutes an
innovative moral performance. The act that Hegel theorizes as ‘crime’ calls on other agents to

acknowledge the concrete forms of injury wrought by prevailing social structures. But it does not

"'Jay Bemnstein refers to this moment of self-presentation as the ‘exemplary
communication of subjective experience’. See his Recovering Ethical Life, p. 221.

"*Taylor discusses the narrative structuring of the self in Sources of the Self, p. 47.
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achieve this by appeal to a disembodied norm. It constitutes rather, at one and the same time, both
the self-presentation of the injured self, and a normative claim on behalf of the ideal self, and thus
evokes a response which is both normative and solidaristic. The moral claim in the act of crime is
both a claim on the collectivity to recognize itself in the injured self - that injury as its own doing -
and a demand for the recognition of the ideal self that is invoked, as the most truthful instantiation
of the ethical orientations of the collective identity. The normative claim raised in the act of crime
is inseparable from a concrete history of struggle. To affirm the normative validity of that claim is
also to respond affectively (sympathetically/solidaristically) to this history, as manifested in the self-
presentation of the injured self. Hegel’s dialectic of crime, then, exemplifies a dialectic of the moral
life beyond the reification of moral categories, and beyond the diremption of illocutionary force.
Taylor cniticizes Habermas for failing to deal with the experiential consequences of
instrumentalism. Although Habermas’s model of communicative democracy can deal adequately
with the public consequences of instrumentalism, that is, its tendency to erode forms of democracy
and self-government, Taylor argues that it fails to respond adequately to issues conceming loss of
meaning and fragmentation, and ‘loss of substance’ in our human environment and affiliations.”
The search for a purely formal-procedural model of practical reason, Taylor believes, merely
intensifies problems deriving from the cognitive inaccessibility of moral meaning. Unless the moral
bond can be made subjectively meaningful, in the terms of an ethical ideal of self, it can only
represent an agreement to cooperate on nonmoral, instrumental grounds. What is left when moral
meaning is subtracted is not the self-subsistent logical kermel of moral validity, but rather the

semblance of normative interaction, masking the reality of systematically distorted communication.

See Sources of the Self, pp. 4991F.
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Claus Offe has described the consequences of the formalization of norms through the
process of societal modemization in a way which supports Taylor’s thesis on the centrality of the
experience of moral meaning to the moral bond. In his essay ‘Modern “Barbarism™: The State of
Nature in Miniature?’, Offe argues that the recourse to procedural regulation of relations, without
a positive commitment to the ethical bases of “civilized’ interaction, is liable to have a potentially
disintegrating effect on the moral bond. This is not that type of case, as in Durkheim’s notion of
anomie, where norms themselves become uncertain or unable to be comprehended. Rather, what
occurs is that ‘actors willfully step out of a system of norms which is present and well-defined, or
make themselves insensitive to its demands’. What is in question is the decay of an ethical
orientation, and the loss of the ‘operational force of validity in the actual life of society’ of norms
that are still ‘present’, in the sense of being clearly defined and understood.®® Offe speaks, in this
regard, of the creation of ‘micro-states of nature’, as a consequence of ‘the erosion of non-formal
rule-systems in the process of modemization itself’, which generates a standpoint of detached
indifference, or predisposes towards the ‘opportunistic carrying out of barbaric acts of exclusion and
violence’.*' Offe suggests that the increasing role of the media of money, law, and professional
knowledge in mediating social interaction is liable to render social life more susceptible to the
potential effects of ethical disintegration, or to what he terms potential ‘de-civilizing effects’. Inthe
case of law, the positivity and formal-procedural nature of legal norms means that they become

increasingly severed from the ethical bases that root legal validity within lifeworld understandings.

¥Claus Offe, ‘Modemne “Barbarei”: Der Naturzustand im Kleinformat?’, in M. Miller
and H. G. Soeffner (eds.), Modernitdit und Barbarei (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1996), pp.
267-8.

*“Modeme “Barbarei”: Der Naturzustand im Kleinformat?’, p. 270.
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This has the result that their social recognition becomes ever more precarious. This opens the space
for the strategic employment of legally sanctioned norms for non-moral ends. Once legal norms
become generally perceived solely as instrumentally useful, a failure of social integration emerges
that cannot be made good with the means of law. Offe argues that
The civilizing effect of laws is often dependent on whether, in their field of
application, a non-formalized, spontaneous accommodation to the reciprocal
demands of law can occur, on the basis of nurtured norms of civil ethics, recognition,
tolerance, respect, readiness for compromise, empathy, and so on. Without this
supporting framework (Unterfutter) of civil interaction, the law is not peace-
promoting, but rather, at the least, virtually conflict-intensifying’
It is this process of ethical disintegration that Taylor has in mind when he speaks of the experiential
consequences of instrumentalism. With the severance of norms from ethical interpretations linking
them to subjective experience, norms do not disappear. Rather, they risk becoming intersubjectively
meaningless. The practical consequences of this are described by Offe as an ‘anaesthetization of the
sense for the elementary inadmissibility of actions and also non-actions which injure the physical
and symbolic integrity of other human beings’.* According to the view [ am suggesting here,
pathological consequences can be said to derive from the formalization of moral norms in the
process of modernization, as a result of the tendency of purely procedural regulations to de-
cognitivize moral meaning.

[ want to argue, finally, that taking up the thesis of linguistic reification allows a different

*2‘Moderne “Barbarei”: Der Naturzustand im Kleinformat?’, p. 285.
“*Moderne “Barbarei”: Der Naturzustand im Kleinformat?’, p. 265.

465



perspective on the phenomenon that Taylor terms the ethics of inarticulacy’.™ Taylor asserts that
there are ‘strong moral motives’ at work in the suppression of qualitative distinctions, most notably
a defence of modem freedom against parochial ethical principles.* But this may be only part of
what is at stake in the failure of articulation that Taylor identifies as a constitutive condition of
modemn moral discourse. This failure may not simply reflect a moral refusal, but rather, and more
worryingly, a practical impossibility. What this entails becomes clear if we see Taylor’s notion of
a failure of articulation in the context of Albrecht Wellmer’s insightful discussion of pathological
forms of speechlessness, in his essay ‘Modemnism and Postmodernism’.* Wellmer understands these
pathological forms as simple types of linguistic reification, in which the articulation of an
experience in language is rendered impossible by ‘specific blockages, pathologies, or perversions
of linguistic communication or social praxis’.*’ The distortions are said to represent a
disproportionality of the universal and the particular, in which the particular cannot come into its
own through language; it cannot be named.* Wellmer identified three specific types of pathologies
of linguistic praxis.® The first concerns a speechlessness in the face of one’s own experience, where
we lack the means to communicate a personal and unique experience. The second concerns a

‘prearranging’ (curiistende) and ‘truncating’ (abschneidende) use of language, where technical terms

MSources of the Self, pp. S3f¥.

¥Sources of the Self, p. 85.

%In The Persistence of Modernity.

¥“Modernism and Postmodemnism’, p. 74.

*Wellmer takes this distortion to be the essence of Adorno’s critique of identity thinking.
®<Modernism and Postmodernism’, pp. 75fF.
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are used in routinized institutional settings to objectify and classify human beings, and represent a
refusal of personal or therapeutic involvement. Through this institutionalized form of linguistic
reification, human beings are transformed into objects and denied communicative attention. The
third pathological form identified by Wellmer concerns the compulsion to systematize, where the
need to assign everything to its allotted place leads to a rigidification of meanings. This reveals itself
as an incapacity for experience and an incapacity for self-revision. The rigid system ‘corresponds
to a rigid ego’.” Drawing on Wellmer’s reading of inarticulacy, as representing pathological forms
of linguistic praxis, it might be suggested that the ‘ethics of inarticulacy’ identified by Taylor
derives from a reification of moral language. The general failure of articulation - of speechlessness
in the face of one’s own moral intuitions, one might say - could then be interpreted as evidence of
a process of linguistic reification, in which moral categories become emptied of the social-historical
content that enables them to be experienced as meaningful. It is this decontextualization of
normative concepts, as we have seen, that Adorno perceives to be the work of an objective process
of abstraction, whereby value (as exchange value) is constitutively abstracted from the
meaningfulness of things (their ‘use value’) within human experience. In being decontextualized,
normative concepts are simultaneously de-narrativized. Normative judgement becomes unable to
articulate the unredeemed historical possibilities of the item being judged. Taylor’s work, or so I
have claimed, deploys this argument as a loss of meaning thesis, which, I suggested, is discernible
in pathological forms of moral ‘speechlessness’. The ‘meaning’ lost must be understood as the

dimension of moral transcendence, which is locked in the historical possibilities of ‘moral sources’.

*“Modernism and Postmodemism’, p. 82.
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Crisis of Experience

My analysis of systemic domination was intended to furnish the conceptual basis for explicating the
role of instrumental logics in entrenching structures of social domination. | argued that instrumental
logics provide an ideological veil for forms of social power rooted within the lifeworld, by re-
presenting the imperatives of dominant social groups as systemic imperatives. In this section, [ want
to provide a reinterpretation of the distorting effects on the lifeworld of the process that I have
described as the infiltration of exchange logic into culture. The guiding presumption behind this
analysis is that the transition to forms of ‘indirect domination’, understood as the mediation of
structures of domination by social forms that intrinsically instrumentalize the relations between
agents, not only implies the persistence of entrenched forms of social power, but brings forth a new
set of experiential distortions effecting the lifeworld as a whole. Habermas’s notion of colonization
interprets the distortion of instrumental reason (now characterized as ‘functionalist’ reason) as the
monetarization and bureaucratization of spheres of life that can only be reproduced through
communicative action. I will argue, in opposition to the Habermasian analysis, that the distortion
of cultural meaning brought about by the process of colonization, the infiltration of instrumental
reason into the social world, must be understood in terms of a neutralizing of moral experience. The
analysis will attempt to draw out the social-theoretic import of the problematic of linguistic
reification, as this was explored earlier through the immanent critique of Habermasian moral-
practical reason. The guiding idea behind this analysis is that the diremptions of moral-practical
reason, as exemplifications of linguistic reification, are rooted in an objective process of abstraction,

and it is this objective process that I want to bring to light with the aid of social theory.
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On one level, this argument might be seen as an appropriation for critical social theory of
Alasdair MaclIntyre’s ‘emotivist self> thesis, which implies the social-practical dissolution of the
distinction between treating others as means and as ends, between manipulative and non-
manipulative relations. On my reading, the emotivist self is not to be seen as the asocial self,
stripped of all social obligations and attachments.” It is rather to be understood as the self that is
produced by the process of colonization, in which lifeworld relations are subsumed under the
instrumental logics of profit, effectiveness, and productivity. From this perspective, it is clear why
Macintyre’s own account falls short. MacIntyre’s reading rests on an untenable opposition between
social roles as the bearers of moral obligation, and human nature, stripped of its social attachments,
as inherently egoistic. This is why the solution to the problem of moral disintegration, for
MacIntyre, must embody the idea of role conformism. If, however, the incapacity to treat others as
subjects of moral concem is socially produced, the central task must be to distinguish and identify
the structural logics that render moral categories inoperative.”> The emotivist self thesis can then

be deployed as part of a critical social theory.

*'See After Virtue, pp. 31-2.

If Maclntyre falls for the illusion that humans are ‘naturally’ egoistic (which has
perhaps been intensified by his recent embrace of Thomism), Zygmunt Bauman, whose work I
discuss in detail below, perhaps falls victim to the opposite error, when he argues that humans
are naturally moral creatures. Although I will affirm much of Bauman’s analysis of the social
production of moral indifference, I believe it is possible to do so without resorting to a fixed
‘social’ versus ‘natural’ opposition.
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Impulse and Experience

As we saw in the critique of Habermasian moral-practical reason, Adorno’s notion of the ‘impulse’
stands for that level of moral experience which is subject to de-cognitivizing pressures in the course
of cultural rationalization. The impulse, for Adorno, denotes a type of affective attunement to the
objects of moral attention, which is not simply functional for empirical motivation, but is rather
integral to the very sense of the norms through which it receives a rational articulation. In Negative
Dialectics, Adomo deploys the notion of the impulse in order to criticize a certain cognitive
reductionism, a result of which is that forms of moral meaning disclosure accessible to situated
experience are unable to inform the cognitive content of moral norms. In the section in Negative
Dialectics entitled ‘The addendum’ (Das Hinzutretende), Adorno attempts to resist the reduction
of the impulse to a mechanism governing the translation of the will (cognitive insight) into the act.
The impulse is said to be ‘intramental and somatic at one and the same time’ (ND 228-9; 228),
straddling the Kantian divide between the phenomenal and the noumenal. The import of this idea
is that any attempt to sever absolutely the components of moral-practical reason, into a moment of
‘pure’ insight and a supplementary non-rational motive to the execution of moral imperatives, can
only comprise a severe distortion of the cognitive force with which moral phenomena reveal
themselves. The point is not that insight and motivation are to be seen as identical. Adorno’s
argument is rather that this distinction becomes highly problematic when it is fastened on to the
diremption of a rule-governed cognitive process from (non-rational) situated, bodily experience. It
is this latter diremption that, when absolutized, renders moral-practical reason indifferent to the

rational pull of moral experience, and thus it is this diremption that Adomo’s moral philosophy sets
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out to undermine.

It is this same critique of the diremption of cognition and bodily experience which underlies
Adomo’s materialist epistemology. The term which straddles the divide between the mental and the
material is here referred to as ‘sensation’ (Empfindung) (ND 192-4; 193-4). Sensation is said to
include a ‘somatic moment’ which prohibits its reduction to an immanent fact of consciousness.
This somatic moment comprises a ‘bodily feeling’ (Korpergefiihl) which is already meaningful prior
to immanent conceptual synthesis (ND 193; 194). The somatic moment can be seen as the forming
moment of nonconceptual experience within cognition,

The somatic moment, as the not purely cognitive element of cognition, is irreducible.

... The fact that the cognitive acts of the subject of cognition are somatic according

to their own meaning does not only affect the founding relationship of subject and

object, but also the dignity of the bodily element (des Korperlichen). The latter

emerges at the ontic pole of subjective cognition, as the core of that cognition. This

dethrones the guiding idea of epistemology, to constitute the body as the law
governing the connection between sensations and acts, thus to constitute it mentally

(ND 193-4; 194).

The diremption of subject and object, in the form of sense-conferring mental processes and an inert,
meaningless matter is thus false. It is not ‘false’, however, in the sense of being a mistake of
thinking. Adorno’s point is that this representation of the cognitive process is grounded in an
objective process of abstraction, and hence one must speak here of an objectively true fiction. It is
as a result of this ‘real’ abstraction that experiential items become inert ‘facts’, meaningless in

themselves, whose sense derives solely from the purposes for which they are spliced up in the act
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of subjective synthesis.

The moral-philosophical import of this materialist critique becomes apparent in Adorno’s
reflections on ‘suffering physical’ (ND 202-4; 202-4). The objective abstraction which dirempts
subject and object gives rise, within the sphere of moral-practical reason, to a rigidification of
language, which renders it unable to articulate the experience of suffering. What Adorno here refers
to as the ‘bodily moment’ of cognition comprises that level of affective attunement to suffering
which is integral to the very sense of moral concepts. It is thus the meaningfulness of moral
phenomena, as this is revealed to situated, bodily experience, and which is articulated and expressed
in rational form within moral-practical reason. The de-cognitivizing of the impulse comprises the
neutralizing or bracketing of the type of moral meaning disclosure accessible through it, and it is
this neutralization which defines the moral-practical form of linguistic reification. In my critique
of Habermasian moral-practical reason, I argued that it was precisely this de-cognitivizing of forms
of moral experience which was announced in the appeal to the ‘weak force’ of cognitive validity.
For Adomo, as we have seen, linguistic reification is grounded in a social process. Thus the critique
of the neutralization of moral experience cannot simply criticize philosophical forms of abstraction.
Adomo perceives the social process that is the ground of linguistic reification as a form of
abstraction definitive of exchange logic, which dirempts ‘value’ from the sensuous qualities of
things. The moral-philosophical critique of abstraction, therefore, must be expanded into a social
theory which is able to identify an objective process of abstraction at work within social forms.
What is needed is an account of the institutionalized operation of reasoning forms which neutralize
or bracket normatively saturated experience. In remainder of this chapter, therefore, I will draw

upon social theory in order to explicate the idea of a ‘colonization’ of the impulse.
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The analyses to follow will attempt to substantiate the thesis that the bureaucratization,
monetarization, and technologization® of the lifeworld must be understood, first and foremost, as
adistortion of moral experience. In the subsumption of social relations under the instrumental logics
of profit, effectiveness, and productivity, normatively saturated experience is neutralized or
bracketed as a determinant of the ‘value’ of things, and it is this objective process of abstraction
which grounds the moral-philosophical irreconcilability of the impulse and moral cognition and thus
the rigidification of moral categories. The abstraction immanent in exchange logic, and exemplified
in bureaucratization, monetarization and technologization, can therefore be said to generate

pathological forms of moral disintegration.

Bureaucratic Action

Adorno’s suspicion, expressed most perspicuously in the portrayal of the recoil of rationality into
irrationality in Dialectic of Enlightenment, that the regression to barbarism in modernity is not
explicable as a step out of the civilizing process, but rather forms an inherent possibility of a
distorted process of cultural rationalization, and its embodiment in rationalized institutions, forms
one of the central theses in the work of Zygmunt Bauman. More strikingly, Bauman, echoing
Adorno’s call for a changed philosophy ‘after Auschwitz’, has urged that the Holocaust must be
comprehended as posing a fundamental challenge to the self-understanding of modem societies, and

to the self-understanding of social theory. Mainstream sociology, Bauman argues, has proved

*Again here, I am drawing on Andrew Feenberg’s suggestion that technology can be
understood as a third ‘systemic domain’, alongside the economy and the administrative sphere.
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incapable of understanding the Holocaust as an essential possibility of modern civilization.
According to Bauman, central, unexamined presuppositions of sociological theory concerning
rationalization, progress, and society as a civilizing force, are responsible for the failings of
sociological theory.>* Adomo calls for a radical questioning of the presuppositions of philosophical
thinking in the wake of the experience of Auschwitz. Any philosophical thinking which cannot
adequately reflect rhis experience cannot be a true philosophical theory of modemity.’® Bauman
argues that the self-understanding of modernity, as well as that of social theory, is also called into
question because ‘[t]he two most notorious and extreme cases of modern genocide [viz. the
Holocaust and the Gulag] did not betray the spirit of modernity. They did not deviously depart from
the main track of the civilizing process. They were the most consistent, uninhibited expressions of
that spirit>.*

Bauman has developed this reading of the modern rational order through a penetrating

critique of bureaucratic action. The defining feature of the modem organization, he argues, is that

*Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and the Holocaust, pp. 1-30.

*For both Bauman and Adomo, what is at stake is a reflection on how the social
processes that are implicated in the regression to barbarism have infiltrated, formed and shaped
the structures of sociological and philosophical thinking respectively. In his 1965 lectures on
Metaphysics, Adorno argues that it is impossible, after Auschwitz, for metaphysics to proclaim
the indifference of metaphysical ideas and social-historical processes. Metaphysics must reflect
on the ‘relevance the temporal’ [Relevan: des Innerzeitlichen) for its own concept, and on the
capacity of the social-historical to ‘announce itself” within metaphysical forms. Adomo
describes this reflection as the ‘drawing in of what is full of content’ [Hineinnahme des
Inhaltlichen), which transforms the concept of metaphysics (Met 158-60). A detailed reading of
the relation of Auschwitz and modernity in Adorno’s work can be found in Jérn Ahrens, ‘Der
Rickfall hat stattgefunden: Kritische Theorie der Gesellschaft nach Auschwitz’, D. Auer et. al.
(eds.), Die Gesellschafistheorie Adornos (Darmstadt: Primus Verlag, 1998).

*Modernity and the Holocaust, p. 93. Also, p. 87, ‘Without modern civilization and its
most central essential achievements, there would be no Holocaust’.
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it constitutes ‘a way of doing things that is free from moral constraints’. Thus ‘people who come
within the orbit of bureaucratic action cease to be responsible moral subjects, are deprived of their
moral autonomy and are trained not to exercise (or trust) their moral judgement’.*” Bauman employs
the term ‘adiaphorization’ to denote that process by which social institutions neutralize or bracket
the moral bases of social action.”® The categories of ‘good’ and ‘evil’, Bauman argues, are declared
to be irrelevant when it comes to the implementation of organizational duties. The sole standards
by which such duties are to be judged are those of ‘procedural correctness’. Thus the modern
organization shows itself to be ‘a contraption designed to make human actions immune to what the
actors believe and feel privately’.” I take this assertion to be one possible rendering of Adomo’s
thesis that instrumental reason, when it becomes embedded in social institutions, neutralizes the
‘bodily moment’ of moral cognition that is accessible to situated experience. Bureaucratic action
effectively ‘brackets’ the experiential ground of moral action, thus contributing to what Adorno sees
as the systematic evisceration of moral cognition.

Bauman outlines three characteristic operations by means of which bureaucratic

organizations are able to neutralize moral experience, and to render actions morally indifferent.'®

9Zygmunt Bauman, Life in Fragments: Essays in Postmodern Morality (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1995), p. 262.

**In the vocabulary of the medieval church, the term ‘adiaphoron’ denoted a custom or
belief declared to be indifferent, neither good nor evil, embodying neither merit nor sin.

PLife in Fragments, p. 261.

'%Zygmunt Bauman, Postmodern Ethics (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), pp. 125fF; Life in
Fragments, pp. 149ff, Modernity and the Holocaust, pp. 21ff. Bauman has given different
versions of the elements of adiaphoric processes, with different emphases in each case. The
tripartite reconstruction here is my own interpretation.

475



The first operation is the ensuring of distance rather than proximity between the two roles or
components of action: the ‘doing’ and the ‘suffering’. These components are separated through time
and space, and hence the effects of action are held beyond the reach of the workings of the moral
impulse. There occurs consequently the phenomenon that Bauman terms ‘responsibility floating’:
responsibility can be located solely in the impersonal self-propelling principles of the organization
itself, not in individual agents. The second operation concerns forms of dehumanization. In the case
of the Holocaust, this was realized partly by ideological definitions and indoctrinations, which made
it easier for bureaucratic organizations to operate without the interference of moral impulses.
Bauman suggests, however, that dehumanization can also occur through operations intrinsic to the
workings of bureaucratic institutions. Thus ideology is, in strict terms, not necessary for the
neutralizing of the moral bases of action. This intrinsic dehumanization occurs through the
‘dissembling’ of other ‘human objects’ of action into functionally specific traits, and holding such
traits separate. Each trait can then become the object of a task that, in itself, is exempt from moral
evaluation. The third operation is that process which Bauman terms ‘authorization’. The evaluation
of the actions of members of bureaucratic organizations is usually exhausted by the question of
whether procedures and commands have been followed. This is expressed in the idea of
organizational discipline, which comprises ‘the demand to obey commands of the superiors to the
exclusion of all other stimuli for action, to put the devotion to the welfare of the organization, as
defined in the commands of superiors, above all other devotions and commitments’.'*! In this way
responsibility to the human objects of bureaucratic action is systematically displaced by duty

towards bureaucratic authority.

'9"Modernity and the Holocaust, p. 21.
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The notion of adiaphorization, according to Bauman, allows us to understand the social
production of moral indifference, that is, a blindness to the normative import of action that is
attributable, not to a regression to pre-modern barbarism, but to the mechanisms of the civilizing
process itself. What is required is a theoretical model that can take stock of the evidence that

the civilizing process is, among other things, a process of divesting the use and

deployment of violence from moral calculus, and of emancipating the desiderata of

rationality from interference of ethical norms or moral inhibitions. . . . This general
accomplishment of rationalizing tendency has been codified and institutionalized,

not unexpectedly, in modern bureaucracy. Subjected to [a] retrospective re-reading,

it reveals the silencing of morality as its major concemn; as, indeed, the fundamental

condition of its success as an instrument of rational coordination of action.'®
Modem civilization, Bauman suggests, made possible a new form of barbarism, distinguished by
the virtual absence of all forms of impulsive hatred and murderous motives. In its place emerges
rational, carefully calculated design. This latter simply puts out of action altogether the spontaneous
element in human action. The modem forms of barbarism are characterized by ‘an almost complete
elimination of contingency and chance, and independence from group emotions and personal
motives’.'> Because it short circuits spontaneous involvement entirely, modern barbarism
effectively makes it impossible for moral engagement to intervene in the execution of large-scale

barbaric acts. Bauman argues that ‘the accomplishment of the Nazi regime consisted first and

'2Modernity and the Holocaust, pp. 28-9.
'“Modernity and the Holocaust, p. 90.
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foremost in neutralizing the moral impact of the specifically human existential mode’.'™ It was
bureaucratic organization which made this neutralization socially effective.

Although the possibilities of the bracketing of moral experience within bureaucratic action
were realized only in one historical moment, Bauman argues that the effects of this bracketing
process are discernible at the most mundane levels of bureaucratic action.'® This can be seen in the
hierarchical and functional divisions of labour that are a feature of any bureaucratic organization.
One consequence of this hierarchical and functional division is to prevent the effects of bureaucratic
action from being assimilated into the experiential horizon of the acting subject. Technical
responsibility - whether the act adequately embodies technical know-how, and is cost-effective - can
thus substitute for moral responsibility.'® Also, the form of dehumanization that is internal to the
operation of bureaucratic organizations is visible in the most commonplace procedures of
bureaucratic action,

Dehumanization starts at the point when . . . the objects at which the bureaucratic

operation is aimed can, and are, reduced to a set of quantitative measures. For

railway managers, the only meaningful articulation of their object is in terms of

'™Modernity and the Holocaust, p. 185. Bauman’s thesis is that genocide became
possible when this neutralization was merged with the typically modern project of large-scale
social design (Modernity and the Holocaust, p. 106). The role of the creation of order through
the state in modern genocide is discussed in Helen Fein, Accounting for Genocide: National
Response and Jewish Victimization during the Holocaust (New York: The Free Press, 1979).

'%*Making this connection with the ‘normal’, everyday operation of bureaucratic action is
of course vital for Bauman’s implicit thesis that the essential nature of bureaucratic action is
discernible from an investigation of its most barbaric appearance form (viz., its role in the
Holocaust).

'%Modernity and the Holocaust, pp. 98fY.
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tonnes per kilometre. They do not deal with humans, sheep, or barbed wire; they

only deal with the cargo, and this means an entity consisting entirely of

measurements and devoid of quality. . . . Reduced, like all other objects of

bureaucratic management, to pure, quality-free measurements, human objects lose

their distinctiveness. They are already dehumanized - in the sense that the language

in which things that happen to them (or are done to them) are narrated, safeguards

its referents from ethical evaluation.'”’

Bauman suggests that the workings of dehumanization can be seen, in some measure, in the
references to ‘targets’ that ‘fall’ when ‘hit’ in military organizations, to the destruction of
‘competition’ in business organizations, and in the redefinition of the human objects of welfare
agencies as ‘benefit recipients’.'”

Adams and Balfour have developed a critique of administrative action which echoes many
of Bauman’s key theses. They describe the process of moral bracketing within administrative
institutions as potentially giving rise to what they refer to as ‘administrative evil’.'® Adams and
Balfour perceive the bracketing of moral experience to be at work in the redefinition of social policy

areas as amenable to purely technical-rational solutions.''° Social problems thus become reduced

to a series of technical tasks, transforming the subjects that come within the ambit of administrative

"“"Modernity and the Holocaust, pp. 102-3.
'%Modernity and the Holocaust, p. 103.

'“Guy B. Adams and Danny L. Balfour, Unmasking Administrative Evil (Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage, 1998).

'°See the discussion of welfare and drug policy in Unmasking Administrative Evil, pp.
147-51.
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organizations from subjects of moral concern into objects of technical action.'"! Given that
responsibility is exhausted by the notion of obedience to authority, and actions are judgeable solely
through the internal criteria of propriety, efficiency and success, moral involvement is effectively
erased. Adams and Balfour note that ‘[a]ithough certainly not inherently evil, the values of
procedural correctness and efficiency contribute to a blindness to the context in which they are
applied and to the human consequences of administrative action’.''

The combined effect of the operations of distanciation, dehumanization, and authorization
within bureaucratic organizations, on Bauman'’s view, is to place moral experience outside the ambit
of social action. Moral experience is not actively suppressed (except in the extreme case of
ideological indoctrination). What occurs is simply that the world as it is organized and structured
through bureaucratic action cannot be revealed as morally meaningful, as a world which demands
moral, rather than technical-instrumental, attention. The adiaphoric effect of bureaucratic action
is achieved by the systematic bracketing of those components of the human world which form the
experiential basis for moral judgements. When moral experience is neutralized or bracketed, moral
categories simply become inapplicable to the spheres of social action that are ‘adiaphorized’. This
thesis of adiaphorization, as I have interpreted it here, allows for a deeper insight into the force of

Adormno’s critique of the diremptions of moral-practical reason.'"* Adomo sees the central problem

''"'An analysis of this shift can be seen in Nils Christie’s study of incarceration policy, in
his Crime Control as Industry: Towards Gulags, Western Style? (London: Routledge, 1993).
Christie demonstrates how liberal-democratic states have used prisons as a technical “solution’
to social pathologies and disorders. See also Bauman, Life in Fragments, p. 205.

"2 Unmasking Administrative Evil, p. 135.
'3See chapter 6 of this work.

480



of modem moral-practical reason as its having become indifferent to the moral content of
experience, which, as we saw, he theorizes in terms of the ‘impulse’. The purely formal-procedural
form of moral-practical reason can only be, on the Adornian view, a consequence of a process of
moral reification, in which the moral-cognitive import of bodily experience is neutralized. Now if
this process of neutralization can be seen to be characteristic of institutions which are organized
through instrumental logics, it would make sense to view its appearance within moral-practical
reason in terms of the idea of infiltration. This internal distortion of moral-practical reason could
then be interpreted as a process of linguistic reification, deriving from the objective process in

which moral experience is systematically severed from the frame of social action.

Economic Rationality

As in the case of bureaucratic action, the effect on the lifeworld of the infiltration of the logic of
economic action can be seen in terms of the neutralization of the experiential basis of moral action.
[ will flesh out this thesis by drawing on André Gorz’s analysis of ‘economic rationality’.'"*

Gorz defines economic rationality as a type of reifying rationalization founded on the
principle of arithmetical calculation (/e calcul comptable). The measure of reification -the
penetration of economic rationality into the lifeworld - according to Gorz, can be understood as the
extent to which the principle of the quantification of values has come to regulate and order
behaviour and preferences within various social domains. One significant consequence of this

reading is that it permits the comprehension of the distorting effects of the monetarization of social

"“In his Métamorphoses du Travail: Quéte du Sens (Paris: Galilée, 1988).
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relations in terms of the infiltration of the lifeworld by a principle of rationalization. Monetarization,
and thus reification, argues Gorz, has its cultural anchorage in a ‘technique of thinking’, which is
the common root of both economic rationality and cognitive-instrumental reason. This common root
is defined as a ‘(mathematical) formalization of thinking which, in codifying it in technical
processes, isolates it from all reflexive tumning on itself’, and thus isolates the principle of
rationalization from the ‘certitude of lived experience’.'* This is deeply reminiscent of Simmel’s
analysis of Verstand (understanding). Simmel’s notion of Verstand was intended to characterize a
form of cultural rationalization, marked by the predominance of calculation and quantification,
which generated a certain distortion of the experiential basis of social relations.''® I have argued that
Adomo took up Simmel’s analysis by theorizing the exchange principle as a principle of
rationalization which became autonomous vis a vis the economic base structure. Gorz’s reading
echoes this idea, in that it understands the pathological, experiential effects of capitalist
modernization to derive from the unconstrained expansion of a principle of rationality, namely,
economic rationality. On Gorz’s view, modern capitalism itself must be understood as the
expression of economic rationality liberated from all checks and restraints (religious, cultural, etc.).
Hence, Gorz argues that the ‘irresistible dynamic’ (Habermas’s phrase) with which the ‘economic
subsystem’ absorbs or engulfs all spheres of social activity is explicable solely as a dynamic of

economic rationality.''” Gorz understands colonization as the extension of economic rationality

'“Meétamorphoses du Travail, pp. 157-8. Gorz, as I will show, understands
mathematization as a process which results in the bracketing of moral experience.

""Georg Simmel, Philosophie des Geldes, pp. S91fF.
"\Métamorphoses du Travail, pp. 154-5.
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beyond its legitimate bounds. In contrast to Habermas, however, Gorz argues that legitimate bounds
are not to be determined by a ‘positivist-sociological’ concept of the needs or necessities of
symbolic reproduction, but rather by an understanding of the /ived sense of certain practices. The
distorting consequences of colonization, therefore, must be comprehended from the perspective of
the experiencing subject.''®

Zygmunt Bauman, as we saw, perceives the distorting effects of the procedural rationality
of bureaucratic organizations to lie in their neutralizing of the moral import of experience, leading
to the predominance of purely technical-instrumental relations. A similar intuition lies behind
Gorz’s analysis of the consequences of economic colonization. The bracketing power of economic
rationality was already embodied in the conception of the agent in economic science, where
behaviour was represented as obedience to calculable laws. Moral descriptions of behaviour were
displaced by a conception of action as rigorous calculation. Gorz argues that capitalism, as the pure
form of economic rationality,

raised the search for efficiency to the level of an ‘exact science’ and thus eliminated

moral and aesthetic criteria from the field of considerations governing decision.

Rationalized in this way, economic activity could organize human behaviour and

relations in an “objective’ fashion, that is to say, in abstracting from the subjectivity

of the decision maker and in shielding the latter from moral dispute. The question

was no longer whether the decision maker was acting well or badly, but solely that

of whether the action was correctly calculated. ‘Economic science’, insofar as it

constituted a guide for decision and behaviour, relieved the subject of responsibility

"'"See Métamorphoses du Travail, p. 213.
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for its acts.'”®
On this basis, colonization can be understood as an infiltration of economic rationality, which leads
to a bracketing of the experiential basis of moral relations between selves. Significantly, Gorz
constructs this theory of colonization by returning to a Husserlian conception of the lifeworld. Thus
the experiential bracketing, or neutralizing effects of colonization can be understood as the result
of a process of ‘mathematization’. Quasi-automatic and quasi-autonomous procedures of calculation
transform a ‘lived relation’ to the world into formalizations that are ideally separable from the
intentional relation to reality.'?° The experiential distortions of economic rationality, therefore, are
attributable to its functioning as a form of subsumption, in which the dictates of calculation and
quantification bracket the lived sense of human practice, which is the experiential basis of moral
action. Within the frame of economic rationality, the operation of a quasi-autonomous logic of
maximization impels subjects to take an instrumental attitude to the lived sense of human relations,
thus effectively neutralizing all attitudes embodying moral concern.'?!

This analysis suggests that the operation of economic rationality as a form of colonization

can be understood, similar to the procedural rationality of bureaucratic/administrative action, as a

' Métamorphoses du Travail, p. 155.
'2Métamorphoses du Travail, pp. 155-6.

2IThis reading of colonization, as a bracketing of the lived sense of practice that is the
basis of moral concem, can also be discerned in critiques of the extensions of markets that have
focussed on the concept of ‘commodification’. Elizabeth Anderson argues, for instance, that the
penetration of economic rationality into the parental relation (in contract pregnancy) effects a
form of dehumanization that eliminates the subject as a subject of moral attention See her Value
in Ethics and Economics (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993). See also Margaret
Jane Radin, Contested Commodities: The Trouble with Trade in Sex, Children, Body Parts, and
Other Things (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996).
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form of the social production of moral indifference. This can be drawn out by looking more closely
at Gorz’s critique of colonization from the perspective of a Husserlian understanding of the
lifeworld.' Gorz argues that those activities, in which the penetration of economic rationality
violates lived sense, must be seen as situated ‘underneath’ and ‘above’ speech. This implies that
what defines the relationships within these activities (mother-child, friend-friend, therapist-patient,
educator-pupil) is more profound than a mutual understanding of practical tasks or an agreement
on the values regulating action. Gorz characterizes this deeper level undereath speech, which
defines these activities, as a form of affective relation. This idea reveals the link between Gorz’s
analysis and Adomo’s theory of the neutralization of the moral impulse. The affective relation, Gorz
argues, is exhausted neither in the transmission of cultural goods, nor in a mutual understanding of
which language would be the vehicle. It comprises rather a form of normatively-laden bodily
experience. This is understood as ‘a lived comprehension in my body of the life of the body of the
other’.'? Affective attachments are said to disclose a sense of the relationships they embody, which
makes possible a critical perspective in relation to potential instrumentalizations of practice. For
Gorz, then, the lifeworld is not initially, as it is for Habermas, the locus of norms and traditions to
which we adhere, and which we take for granted. It is rather the deeper certainty with which we
have the world in its sensuous qualities, its material qualities (good, agreeable, etc.), and its

adversity or suitability for ‘corporeal flourishing’.'** On the basis of this reading, Gorz speaks of the

'2The term ‘bracketing’, which I have been using throughout, is of course a Husserlian
locution.

‘BMétamorphoses du Travail, p. 214.
'B\Métamorphoses du Travail, p. 113.
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deeper, nonlinguistic level of experience that is neutralized by economic rationality as ‘tenderness’
(la tendresse). Economic rationality can thus be understood as a colonization of this bodily-
experiential relation. The violence of the technical-mathematical relation, which is extended to the
lifeworld through economic rationality, constitutes a relation of technical rationalization of things
of the world negated in their sensuous qualities and, in consequence, a devalorizing repression of
one’s own sensuousness’.'?

In cutting itself off from the ‘sensuous thickness’ of the lifeworld, Gorz claims technical
culture brings forth a world without sensuous value. The pathological effects of colonization, for
Gorz, derive from this bracketing of the meaningfulness of sensuous experience. /n reducing the
‘wrong’ of instrumental reason to its effects on the conditions of communicative socialization,
therefore, Habermasian critical theory blocks the possibility of a critique of the experiential
distortions which undermine the affective basis of non-instrumental relations. We saw in Zygmunt
Bauman’s critique of bureaucracy a similar refusal of the Habermasian identification of the moral
basis of human relations with the conditions of communicative socialization. Bauman locates the
experiential basis of moral action in a ‘being-for’, which marks ‘an emotional engagement with the
Other before it is committed . . . to a specific course of action regarding the Other’.'”® For Bauman
also, the incursions of instrumental rationality must be theorized in terms of the operation of a logic
of action which bypasses moral experience, thereby effectively bracketing its claim on the self. It

is this focus on the social-practical bracketing of a type of normatively saturated experience which

'Métamorphoses du Travail, p. 113.

26Zygmunt Bauman, Life in Fragments, p. 62. Bauman takes the term ‘being-for’ from
Emmanuel Lévinas.
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connects both these accounts to Adorno’s theory of the impulse. This reading suggests that the
Habermasian critique of colonization enters at the wrong place to be able to gain critical access to
fundamental lifeworld distortions. By rooting morality in the function of linguistic communication
as a form of action coordination, the Habermasian perspective becomes blind to the erosion of the
bodily-experiential ground of moral categories. Habermas’s moral theory, as we have seen, can only
appeal to the work of socialization to make good on the deficits of moral experience. My argument
that affective attunement was integral to the meaning of moral norms, and thus not a functional
complement to logical validity, was intended to criticize this move. Habermas’s impoverished
reading of moral cognition, as a purely logical bond, implies a renunciation of the possibility of a
critique of the experiential consequences of the incursions of instrumental logics, and leaves a
positivist-sociological conception of social engineering to take up the burden of explicating the re-
entry of logical force into a lifeworld bereft of moral substance.

What disappears in Habermasian critical theory, as André Gorz argues, is the focus of
attention of earlier critical theory on the consequences of the extension of instrumental logics for
the self, understood as a subject of sensuous experience. This focus was the basis of the claim in
Dialectic of Enlightenment that

the self-dominating intellect . . . separates itself from sensuous experience in order

to subordinate it to itself. The unification of the intellectual function, by means of

which domination over the senses is achieved, the resignation of thought to the

production of unanimity, means the impoverishment of thought as much as of

experience; the separation of both realms leaves both impaired (DE 36; 42).

Gorz’s commentary on this passage in Métamorphoses du Travail is instructive, as it links the focus

487



on the suppression of sensuous experience with the question of the social production of moral
indifference. In the process of the domination of sensuous experience delineated by Horkheimer and
Adomo, argues Gorz,

there lies the root of the acceptance of barbarism, that is to say, of the acritical

submission to the technical imperatives of any kind of machinery, even if it should

serve or lead to genocide. This is because the foundation of critique is not to be

found in theory. It is to be found in the taste (/e gotir) that the being-lived of the

experience of the world has for the one who lives it.'*’

On the basis of this analysis, I suggest, an alternative reading of the ‘wrong’ of instrumental
reason can be constructed, which departs significantly from the Habermasian reading of
colonization. The concepts of the impulse (Adorno), of being-for (Bauman), and of tendemess
(Gorz), can all be seen as intending to express the level of the experiential meaningfulness of moral
phenomena. It is moral experience which is seen as neutralized by the encroachments of
instrumental logics, reducing the social world to an arena for technical-instrumental action, rather
than moral engagement. From an Adornian perspective, the problematic of colonization cannot be
taken up from the standpoint of linguistically mediated interaction, because instrumental logics
generate a distortion of linguistic praxis which makes consensus-oriented communication, so to
speak, morally blind. The focus of the theory of communicative action on the function of language
for action coordination makes it incapable of gaining critical access to processes of linguistic

reification, which, I have argued, are generated by the colonization of bodily experience. The result

1% Métamorphoses du Travail, p. 115.
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of linguistic reification is an internal distortion of moral-practical reason, in which moral categories
are rendered blind to the affective pull of experience. The encroachment of instrumental reason thus
tends to ‘de-world’ moral categories, leaving the regulation of lifeworld relations to be determined
increasingly from the technical-instrumental perspective. In speaking of colonization as a process
of ‘infiltration’, the untenable Habermasian supposition of an uncolonizable kemel of lifeworld
practice can also be avoided. The formalism of Habermas’s approach, its focus on abstract
theoretical structures of integration, renders it incapable of grasping the internal distortion of
lifeworld practice, which I have expressed through the notion of “infiltration’. Linguistic reification
is necessarily a question of ‘more or less’, and hence colonization must be determinable in terms

of the degree to which everyday communicative praxis has taken on a reified form.

Technology and the Aestheticized Lifeworld

[ want to broaden this account of a colonization of experience by focussing on technology, as a third
colonizing mechanism. As a medium, technology differs from money and power most notably in
its lack of an institutional base that can be clearly demarcated. In line with Andrew Feenberg’s
suggestion, I will read technology primarily as a means or mediator by which the media penetrate
the lifeworld.'?® As in the discussions of bureaucratic and economic action above, the focus here is
on the intrinsic subsumptive logic of technological rationality, and the experiential distortions
deriving from its generalized social application. Following from this analysis, [ will introduce the

notion of an ‘aestheticized’ lifeworld. This idea is intended to designate the ‘internalization’ of

'2Andrew Feenberg, Questioning Technology, p. 170.
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reified culture, that is, the penetration of reified forms of reasoning into social experience, giving
rise to a structure of lifeworldly relations marked by the neutralization of normatively charged
experience.'?

On the basis of the claims that Adorno makes in Minima Moralia, we can see how the
penetration of technological thinking into the lifeworld might be understood in terms of the thesis
of the neutralization of moral experience. In Minima Moralia, Adomo’s micro-critical analyses
focussed on the experiential consequences of the technological transformation of social artifacts.
A decay of experience (Absterben der Erfahrung) is seen to result from the formation of things in
terms of the law of their pure purposiveness, reducing human contact with objects to mere
mechanical operations (Handhabung) (MM § 19). Generalizing from this argument, the incursions
of technological rationality might be understood as a colonization of sensuous experience. The
technicization of the lifeworld, André Gorz has argued, ‘abolishes the sensuous world, condemns
sensorial faculties to idleness, deprives them of the capacity of judging of true and false, of good
and bad. It disqualifies meanings [and] withdraws certitudes from perception’.'*® Technicization
thus puts out of action the type of judgements that rely upon the meanings accessible to sensuous
experience. This process can be seen as having intensified since Adomo’s time in a direction that
renders obsolete the focus on the technological transformation of social artifacts. Albert Borgmann
has described, for example, how the structure of ‘hyperintelligence’ made possible by computerized

information has altered the parameters of the sensuous appropriation of the world,

12This idea of an internalization of forms of reification is borrowed from Simmel’s
social theory. See David Frisby, Simmel and Since: Essays on Georg Simmel’s Social Theory
(London: Routledge, 1992).

0 André Gorz, Miséres du présent. Richesses du possible, pp. 180-1.
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There is a symmetry between the depth of the world and our bodily incursion into

it. In the real world, humans have a natural inclination to satisfy that symmetry daily

through bodily intimacy with the world, walking about, feeling the weather, going

on errands, handling things, and carrying burdens. . . . The hyperintelligent

sensorium, just because it is so acute and wide ranging, presents the entire world to

our eyes and ears and renders the remainder of the human body immobile and

irrelevant. The symmetry of world and body falls to the level of a shallow if

glamorous world and a hyperinformed yet disembodied person. '
Hyperintelligence, Borgmann argues, tends to lead to the formation of ‘ disposable and discontinuous
experiences’."’? Similarly, Lorenzo Simpson has claimed that technology ‘abstracts from the
manifold connections that things, events, processes and actions have to historically shaped and
culturally specific forms of life, and views them only under the aspect of their utility’.'** Therefore,
technicization does not only render problematic the possibility of rational critique. It also
systematically disembeds experience, transforming it from a process informed by practical-social
contextual connections (i.e. social meaning) into a sequence of discontinuous states. He suggests
that Virtual Reality (VR) Technology represents an attempt to free experience from the constraints

of sensuous embodiment: ‘[r]ather than thematizing the body as enabling human experience, the

1! Albert Borgmann, Crossing the Postmodern Divide (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1992), p. 106.

'2Crossing the Postmodern Divide, p. 118.

$Technology, Time and the Conversations of Modernity (London: Routledge, 1995). p.
48.
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cyberspace experience thematizes the body as a prison’.'* The colonization of experience can here
be understood as a structure of commodification. By this [ mean that, in general terms, experience
becomes less and less amenable to moral judgement, and the import of experience comes more and
more to be determined in terms of its aesthetic qualities.

A nice description of the centrality of technological thinking to the creation of an
aestheticized lifeworld is given in Simpson’s account of the experiential effects of VR technology,
Virtual Reality technology allows us an ironic, aestheticized distance on experience,
and the control that goes with it. . . . Experience becomes something that can be
stored in a computer file. This makes possible the disposing over and play(ing) with
experience that testify to its having become weightless. At the same time that we are
granted this aesthetic and technical power over our experience, we find that that

experience can be reified into a commodity that can be bought and sold.'*
The weightlessness of experience, of which Simpson speaks here, is intended to signify the
incapacity of experience to engage the self, other than momentarily and with the superficial quality
of attraction, rather than with the deeper commitment denoted by concern. One consequence,
therefore, of the commodification of experience would be a certain diminishing of the potential

normative import of experience. The experiential focus of the aestheticized lifeworld comes to be

B Technology, Time and the Conversations of Modernity, p. 159. Another important
debate concerning the experiential effects of technological systems, has focussed on
nanotechnology. Paul Virilio has described nanotechnology as embodying the project of a
colonization of the body. This, of course, represents an even greater intensification of the
tendency towards the direct modification of the sensuous appropriation of experience. See Paul
Virilio, The Art of the Motor, trans. J. Rose (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995),
pp. 991F.

Y Technology, Time, and the Conversations of Modernity, p. 158.
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framed increasingly by the criteria of fascination, appeal, enticement, and thus is increasingly less
capable of revealing the world as a scene of moral engagement. Gerhard Schulze’s suggestion that
the structure of experience in contemporary life has led to the marginalization of a certain group of
moral problems can be read in the light of this thesis. Schulze argues that the experiential structure
of everyday life can be understood in terms of a transition from a ‘situation-centred’, externally
oriented form to the current ‘subject-centred’, internally oriented form. The construction and
modification of social conditions is no longer the central orientation of life projects, according to
Schuize. Rather, the life projects of contemporary culture involve a functionalization of external
conditions, which are seen as means for bringing forth types of subjective experience (Erlebnis).
Although Schulze does not see this process as generating a loss of morality itself, he does point to
the loss of ‘objective references for goals and problems’."*s The dominant orientation towards
subjective experience potentially leads to either an aestheticization or a marginalization of moral
problems that require an external orientation towards social reality, such as unemployment, poverty
and environmental issues. Aestheticization begins with the tendency of the information media to
solidify objective problems into ‘short units of experience [Erlebnis]’. Moral problems become
marginalized because, within the subject-centred universe, the common solidaristic purpose required
to address problems of environmental destruction and international poverty cannot be mobilized.'?’

Zygmunt Bauman has described the aestheticized lifeworld in terms of a penetration of

adiaphorizing mechanisms into the realm of everyday life. It is now not only social institutions that

1%Gerhard Schulze, ‘From Situations to Subjects: Moral Discourse in Transition’, in P.
Sulkunen et. al., Constructing the New Consumer Society (London: Macmillan, 1997), p. 46.

'¥'See Gerhard Schulze, Erlebnisgesellschaft: Kultursoziologie der Gegenwart (Frankfurt
am Main: Campus Verlag, 1992), pp. 69-70.
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are the bearers of adiaphorizing processes, but also structures of individual identity and experience.
‘Postmodemn’ identities, according to Bauman, represent a response to the ‘fragmentarity’,
‘discontinuity’ and ‘inconsequentiality’ of the social-cultural world."** Postmodern identity
processes aim at
splicing the life-process into a series of (ideally) self-contained and self-enclosed
episodes without past and without consequences, and as a result tend to render
human relations fragmentary and discontinuous; they bar the construction of lasting
networks of mutual duties and obligations. They all cast the Other as a subject of
aesthetic, not moral evaluation; as a source of sensations, not responsibility.'*
The result of this, Bauman argues, is the removal of a large area of human interactions from the
realm of moral judgement. The aestheticization of human relations leads to ‘the suppression of
moral impulse and the disavowal and denigration of moral sentiments’.'*’ Like Schulze, Bauman
emphasises that the structure of privatized identity and human experience in the late/post-modern
social world militates against the mobilization of solidaristic sentiments for collective ends."! One
way of reading this aestheticization of relations, I suggest, is as a result of the infiltration of

instrumental logics into the processes of identity formation. We cannot gain access to the distortions

of the social world that arise therefrom, however, by focussing on the level of formalized symbolic

138At the root of this process, Bauman argues, is ‘the overall tendency to dismantle,
deregulate, dissipate the once solid and relatively lasting frames in which life concerns and
efforts of most individuals were inscribed’, Life in Fragments, p. 265.

'3 Life in Fragments, p. 155.
'Life in Fragments, p. 156.
“ILife in Fragments, p. 274.
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structures. A central aspect of my argument against Habermas has been that the claims to normative
validity that are raised in linguistically mediated interaction are parasitic upon the experiential
disclosure of moral meaning. The illocutionary force that is brought to bear in language necessarily
harbours an expressive component (the impulse), which can be understood as the experiential
content that constitutes the intersubjective sense of moral norms. My analyses of bureaucratic,
economic, and technological rationality have attempted to show that the incursions of instrumental
reason into the social world can be understood in terms cf a bracketing of the experiential ground
of moral interaction. If the argument concerning the expressive character of communicative norms

is valid, then colonization must be seen as giving rise to a reification of normative categories.'

Drawing upon Adorno’s interpretation of the transformed structure of domination in modemn
societies, as mediated by the non-class specific logics of purposive-rationally organized social
institutions, I have attempted to show that instrumental reason must be understood as generating a
twofold distortion of intersubjective relations. On the one hand, purposive-rationally organized
institutions provide an ideological veil for the operation of social power, reformulating class-
specific imperatives as technical imperatives. On the other hand, distortions of meaning and
experience arise from the effects of the incursion of instrumental logics into lifeworldly relations.

The loss of meaning thesis derived from Weber, I suggested, can be reconstructed as denoting the

"2It was this idea, I would suggest, that was the basis for Alasdair MaclIntyre’s ‘emotivist
self” thesis. The idea of an ‘emotivist culture’ posits that moral categories cannot intelligibly
mark a distinction between manipulative and non-manipulative relations. Pace Maclintyre,
however, it is not within social roles that this distinction is meaningfully established, it is rather
constituted by the experiential sense that is bracketed by instrumental logics. The emotivist self
is not the disembodied egoist, but the self whose experiential world is subsumed by the logics of
bureaucratization, monetarization and technologization.
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loss of the critical orientation of moral norms. This results from a decontextualization and de-
narrativization of moral categories, through which those categories become incapable of expressing
the unredeemed social-historical possibilities of the social world. The reification of norms can be
understood as signifying their incapacity to function as a critique of domination. The idea of a crisis
of experience describes the pathological consequences of the incursions of instrumental reason from
the point of view of the lived sense of social practice. From this standpoint, I suggested, colonization
can be understood as a process of moral disintegration, generated by the neutralization or bracketing
of normatively saturated experience. Under the subsumptive force of instrumental logics, the world
is less and less revealed to social agents as morally meaningful. One central conclusion to be drawn
from my analysis is that critical theory must regain critical access to the operation of the
institutional structures that embody instrumental logics. The twofold distortion of intersubjective
relations that I have described is simply not accessible to critique from the standpoint developed in
the Habermasian communicative paradigm. The ground conceded to systems theory by Habermas
renders his theory blind to the structure and operation of social power, and the formalism of his
communication theory cannot capture the experiential distortions of instrumental logics. As I have
attempted to show, Adomo’s interpretation of processes of linguistic reification is intended to
capture the deeper level at which instrumental reason undermines the experiential sense of
intersubjective relations. Adorno uses the figure of exchange logic - the separation of exchange
value from use value - to denote that social process which is responsible for linguistic reification.
My analyses of bureaucratic, economic and technological rationality were intended to function as
a substantive reinterpretation of this theoretical figure. The logics embedded in these social forms

represent objective processes of abstraction, in which items are given a purely technical ‘value’,
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which is no longer informed by their experiential meaningfulness.
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Conclusion

Through a reconstructive elaboration of the concepts of integration through domination, and
lifeworld-experiential disintegration, I have attempted to expound the social-theoretic import of
Adomo’s reading of late capitalist society as constituted by a twofold distortion of the exchange
principle. As we have seen, Adomo perceives the operation of exchange logic as encompassing both
a structure of social domination and a principle of cultural rationalization. The former denotes a
form of integration, in which the social order is held together through the suppression and
marginalization of deep-rooted conflicts and antagonisms. I have argued that the concepts of
symbolic power and systemic domination can be seen as encompassing a plausible reconstruction
of the structure of integration through domination. Symbolic power, I argued, can be figured as a
plausible replacement for Adomo’s ideology thesis, articulated in his critique of the culture industry,
since it conceives social power as operating at the symbolic, rather than the psychic level. Systemic
domination, as we saw, operates through an implicit ‘naturalizing’ of the imperatives of dominant
social groups, where the infiltration of the latter into the workings of instrumentally ordered
complexes enables them to re-appear in the lifeworld as ‘purely’ technical-rational decisions.
Subordinated social groups are thus ‘subsumed’ (integrated) through the identity-forming effects
of symbolic power, and through the ideological transformation of the direct exercise of power by
dominant groups into neutral-technical imperatives. The operation of exchange logic as a principle
of cultural rationalization, I argued, denotes a process by which linguistic meanings become
rigidified vis a vis cultural meaning and sensuous experience. This, I argued generates, on the one

hand, an erosion of the immanent, critical orientation of normative categories. Normative categories
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are less and less able to function as the articulation of the unredeemed social-historical possibilities
sedimented within ‘thick’ cultural meanings (what Taylor calls ‘moral sources’). [ attempted to
elucidate this thesis through an interpretation of the implicit thesis of a reification of normative
categories in Charles Taylor’s work. I suggested that what Taylor describes as the ‘ethics of
inarticulacy’ is best understood in terms of the idea of pathological forms of moral speechlessness,
deriving from the severance of a substantive social-historical orientation from moral norms. In
becoming rigidified in this manner, normative categories lose the capacity to function as an
articulation of the critical-negative of the social world. On the other hand, at the ‘micro-level’ of
experience, [ argued that exchange logic, embodied in institutional forms, begins to generate forms
of moral disintegration. Through its inherent instrumentalizing of the lived sense of practice,
exchange logic begins to undermine the affective basis of non-instrumental relations. Thus, putting
these components together, it can be said that Adorno’s work furnishes the basis for a critique of
the modern social order which is significantly different from that propounded by other critical
theorists, and, as [ have argued, brings to light significant deficiencies in the works of Habermas and
others.

Adomo’s central insight, [ suggest, is that the late capitalist order must be understood in
terms of a dual-level distortion of intersubjective relations, in which the reproduction of structures
of domination persists together with phenomena of disintegration at the level of cultural meaning,
which are analysable as pathologies of meaning and (moral) experience. This account gains added
coherence from the observation that the distortions wrought by the twofold operation of exchange
logic are mutually reinforcing. The erosion of the experiential basis of moral integration carves out

an ever increasing sphere both for the extension and intensification of systemic domination, and for
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the symbolic reorganization of social relations through the symbolic power attaching to complex
systems. Habermas and Honneth miss this mutually reinforcing dialectic, and hence are able to
furnish an adequate account neither of domination, nor of disintegration. The traces of this dual-
level distortion of intersubjectivity are certainly discernible in Habermas’s “loss of freedom’ and
‘loss of meaning’ theses. As I have argued, however, Habermas’s depiction of the lifeworld as
reproduced by means of communicative consensus fails to gain critical access to the relations of
domination pervading the social world. As a result, Habermas is able to conceive colonization solely
as a process of technicization, and not as a process whereby the interests of dominant social groups
are entrenched and reinforced. The same difficulty, as we saw, plagues Honneth’s account which,
like Habermas’s, draws primarily upon a Meadian view of social integration. This renders Honneth’s
account incapable of dealing with phenomena of misrecognition, in which the identity-confirming
function of social structures entwines with symbolic power. [ also argued that Habermas’s reading
of the ‘loss of meaning’ is inadequate because it is not merely the intrinsic logic of cognitive
specialization that is revealed in the ‘desolation’ of everyday practice, but also a process of
linguistic reification, in which symbolic forms become systematically de-sensitized to experiential
meaning.

The debate, however, also concerns how the normative standpoint of critical social theory
is to be understood. I argued that the formalism of Habermas'’s approach - his focus on the structures
of linguistic communication - makes it virtually impossible for him to explain the re-entry into the
lifeworld of the transcendent force attaching to communicative structures. The transcendence
embedded in communicative structures is not, as Habermas himself acknowledges, the same thing

as a transcendence which is accessible in the form of a critical-negative experience, and which
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enables a self-distanciation from the social order. Yet if the transcendence attaching to
communication is purely formal, if it does not harbour any trace of negative experience of the social
order, then we are bound to ask whether its formalness disguises a particular kind of blindness. The
fundamental issue here, which has been a recurrent theme of this work, is how we are to conceive
the normative-critical charge attaching to language in relation to the social world in which language
is situated. Whether, more specifically, the normative force attaching to language is to be conceived
as determinate negation or procedural subsumption. This is not necessarily a distinction between
‘internal’ and ‘external’ critique. Both Habermas and Adorno see language as working to draw out
the normative potential that is already implicit in ideologically restricted thought structures. For
Habermas, however, this normative potential which enables a form of life to judge itself, is a
formal-logical structure. On Adomo’s view of critical dialectic, this normative potential is brought
to bear through the revelation of the substantive untruth of a form of life, thus normative critique
makes a claim to be the most authentic, the truest expression of the experience that society has of
itself. The normative force attaching to language which breaks apart the ideological assertion of
identity is not a purely logical possibility, it is rather a concrete social-historical possibility, drawn
from disfigured social experience in its entirety.' For Adomno, an absolute diremption between
experience and normative force is impossible, or rather it is a sign that critique has become
paralysed. If there is no trace of negative experience in the formal transcendence attaching to
communicative reason, then it is unclear what it would mean to say that the ideal figured in
communicative reason is the ideal possibility of the present: for how could such an ideal claim fail

to reflect back on experience in the present, with its distortions and contradictions? From an

'See the discussion of identity thinking in chapter 3 of this work.
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Adornian perspective, Habermas, in emptying normative critique of any potential of seif-
distanciation and self-alienation, is simply reflecting this paralysis of critical reason, rather than
critically addressing it.

It is the very blindness of communicative reason to experience that pushes Habermas back
toward an externalist, positivist-sociological perspective on the social world. This, as we saw, is also
exemplified in the inadequacy of the theory of communicative action as a theory of social struggle.
Habermas cannot link up the normative force implicit in communicative reason with the
oppositional praxis of social groups, who raise claims to justice against the social order. The
normative force inherent in communicative reason is too far removed from how injustice is
experienced, lived, and interpreted at the everyday level, and thus cannot connect with how social
actors themselves conceive the injuries to their normative expectations. [ argued that, in this regard,
the theory of recognition successfully de-formalizes communicative reason, since it transforms the
formal logic of emancipation implicit in the latter into a substantive critique of social structures.
Honneth’s work, as we saw, returns the focus on critical-negative experience to the centre of critical
social theory, and thus, potentially at least, regains the possibility of a genuine interplay of
normative theory and social experience, which was stalled by the consequences of Habermas’s
formal-procedural approach. I argued, however, that a critical theory of recognition would have to
incorporate a theory of symbolic power in order to account for the entwinement of social structures
and dominant social interests. This was seen to necessitate a more substantive reading of critical-
negative experience that is given by Honneth’s account. As in the case of Habermas, then,
Honneth’s theory does not provide for the requisite kind of self-distanciation and self-alienation

from social experience which would provide the basis for a genuine critical-negative insight into
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the social order, that is, that type of insight which could serve as the basis of oppositional praxis.

In bringing these ideas together, we can gain an insight into the full normative weight that
is encompassed by Adomo’s concept of ‘reconciliation’. We can understand this concept as the
figure for a type of undamaged, non-instrumental subjectivity, which is both richer in experiential
terms and more compelling in critical terms than the possible bases of normative critique furnished
by the inheritors to the tradition of critical social theory. Its richness stems from Adomo’s
commitment to the central tenets of the Hegelian dialectic of experience. Adomo’s refusal of the
‘positive positing’ of the concept of reconciliation, often mistaken for pessimism, is in fact a part
of the concerted attempt to keep critique working immanently.? Adorno consciously and deliberately
refuses the temptation to normative abstraction in order to allow critique to work as the immanent
dialectic of present, disfigured experience. Negative dialectic derives its entire normative force from
experience’s own self-articulation, such that its critical moment coincides with experience’s own
self-revealing, in negative form. Hence the normative potential of critical reason is brought to bear
in the self-alienation of social experience - the latter can no longer recognize itself in the structures
of the present, and hence demands their abolition as the realization of its own truth. It is critically
more compelling because of its awareness that the disfigurement of intersubjective relations
implicates both social structures and thought structures. It is one and the same process which both
dirempts individuals from one another in domination, and, on the other, neutralizes the dialectic of
language and experience in phenomena of disintegration. Only when a form of life beyond these
distortions should become possible would a genuine form of reconciled intersubjectivity come into

its own.

’See Negative Dialectics, pp. 145, 160; 148-9, 163, and Hegel: Three Studies, p. 27.
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