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UNIVERSITY OF SUSSEX

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

CONSTELLATIONS OF ADORNIAN THEORY AND FILM:
READINGS OF ADORNO WITH TARKOVSKY AND HANEKE

SUMMARY

This thesis engages in analysis and interpretation of certain ideas within the
critical theory of Theodor W. Adorno (1903-1969). These analyses are placed
into a constellational relationship with some filmic works of Andrei Tarkovsky
and Michael Haneke. In doing so, I aim to highlight the ongoing relevance and
validity of at least some core elements of Adornian theory in a contemporary
context.

The thesis consists of four substantive chapters. The first chapter functions as
an extended introduction to and justification for the thesis as a whole, and it
provides the theoretical background to the project before explicating the idea of
a constellational method. The second chapter explores the notion of mimesis in
Adorno’s thought and Tarkovsky’s films as a crucial rejoinder to the prevailing
‘communicative’ paradigm instituted in large part by Jiirgen Habermas” work.
The third chapter considers the importance of marginality to the task of social
critique by analyzing Adorno’s theoretical reflections on the matter and how
these can be related to and supported by Haneke’s filmic work. The fourth and
tinal chapter examines the relationship between humanity and nature within two
preeminent ecological discourses, in contrast to Adorno’s critical theory and
some of Tarkovsky’s films, with the intention of showing how the latter offer a
more nuanced and dialectical understanding of this relation.

Throughout the analyses herein, I defend and demonstrate the fertility and
pertinence of Adornian theory, for both the interpretation of film and robust
criticism of extant social and political conditions. The thesis shows that by
constellating Adorno’s critical theory with film one may bring out important
insights that enhance and enable people’s capacity to critically respond to the
woefully inadequate status quo.



II

CONTENTS

Acknowledgements
Abbreviations

Introduction

ADORNO, FILM, AND CONSTELLATIONS
1. Why Adorno and Film?

1.1 Rendering Adorno 3

1.2 Beyond the Divide: Political Economy versus Cultural Studies 13
1.3 Adorno on Film 22

1.4 Towards a Constellational Method 28

MIMESIS RECONSIDERED: ADORNO AND TARKOVSKY CONTRA
HABERMAS

1. Mimesis and Civilization: Adorno’s Inheritance
1.1 Archaic Mimesis 38
1.2 Magical Mimesis and Beyond 40
2. The Communicative Paradigm and the Banishment of Mimesis
2.1 Mimesis Rejected 43
2.2 Mimesis Reconsidered 45
3. Tarkovsky’s Mimetic Method
3.1 Technology versus Technique 56

3.2 Reality 63

ii

iv

35

37

43

52



3.3 Image and Communication 68

3.4 Reception and Mimesis 74

I1I MARGINALITY AND CRITIQUE IN ADORNO AND HANEKE 81

1. The False Whole 84
1.1 Social Theory contra Psychology 85
1.2 Haneke’s Anti-Psychological Form 91
1.3 The Absence of a Collective Subject 97

2. Theorizing the Marginal Subject 103
2.1 Marginality and Estrangement 104

2.2 Conscious Unhappiness: On the Dialectic of Bourgeois Coldness 113

IV~ THE DIALECTIC OF HUMANITY AND NATURE IN ADORNO AND 131
TARKOVSKY
1. Dominant Discourses: ‘Deep” versus ‘Social” Ecology 134

1.1 Deep Ecology 135
1.2 Social Ecology 139
1.3 Limitations of the Dominant Discourses 145
2. Adorno’s Conception of Nature 153
2.1 On the Idea of Natural History 153
2.2 Self-preservation and the Nature-Humanity Dualism 158
2.3 Re-conceptualizing Nature 163
3. Reflections on Tarkovsky’s Dialectic of Humanity and Nature 170

3.1 Reading Stalker with Adorno 172



3.2 The Remembrance of Nature 176

Conclusion 184
Bibliography 199

Filmography 208



Acknowledgements

The task of researching and writing this thesis at times felt truly Sisyphean in
scale. Without a huge amount of input, advice and encouragement from
friends, family and colleagues alike, I would still be hopelessly pushing the
proverbial rock. My supervisors, Darrow Schecter and Daniel Steuer, have over
the years provided continual support and thoughtful guidance for which I am
eternally grateful. Performing a masterful balancing act, they neither coerced
me into following a particular path nor left me to flail about aimlessly amid the
confusion and darkness of the theoretical wilderness. Special thanks must also
go to Gordon Finlayson who has consistently proved that, despite the
borderline lunacy manifested in certain institutional structures and practices, it
is possible to maintain excellence in both teaching and research, while
preserving a strong connection with students. In recalling the friendships and
dialogues that have blossomed over the course of this project I feel unduly
privileged. The development of my understanding of critical theory has been
greatly enriched by conversations with Danny Hayward, Laura Finch, Chris
O’Kane, Phil Homburg, Arthur Willemse, Doug Haynes, Zoe Sutherland, Chris
Allsobrook, Jennifer Cooke, Keston Sutherland, Robbie Ellen, Tim Carter,
Verena Erlenbusch, Christos Hadjioannou, and Jana Elsen, all of whose
kindness, good humour and intelligence are without end. Needless to say, any
flaws apparent in the thesis are solely mine. The Arts and Humanities Research
Council provided funding for a large part of this project for which I am
thankful. Like many ‘intellectual labourers’, I am not the most organized or
administratively efficient person on campus, and so thanks must go to all the
departmental support staff at the University of Sussex for their hard work and
assistance in this regard. Finally, I owe an immeasurable debt of gratitude to
my father, David Mussell, as without his constant love and support I would

seldom have been able to pursue higher education in any way, shape or form.



AP

INH

DE

MM

SP1

Sp2

KCPR

ND

TF

EAA

SO

MTP

ii

Abbreviations

Adorno, T. W. (1977 [1931]) ‘“The Actuality of Philosophy” [trans. B. Snow]
Telos 31 (Spring), 120-133

Adorno, T. W. (1984 [1932]) ‘The Idea of Natural History” [trans. R. Hullot-
Kentor] Telos 60 (Summer), 111-124

Adorno, T. W. and Horkheimer, M. (1997 [1944]) Dialectic of Enlightenment
[trans. E. Jephcott] London: Verso

Adorno, T. W. (2005 [1951]) Minima Moralia: Reflections on a Damaged Life [trans.
E. Jephcott] London: Verso

Adorno, T. W. (1967 [1955]) ‘Sociology and Psychology” (Part 1) New Left
Review 1/46, 67-80

Adorno, T. W. (1968 [1955]) “Sociology and Psychology” (Part 2) New Left
Review 1/47, 79-97

Adorno, T. W. (2001 [1959]) Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason [trans. R.
Livingstone] Stanford: Stanford University Press

Adorno, T. W. (1973 [1966]) Negative Dialectics [trans. E. B. Ashton] New York:
Continuum

Adorno, T. W. (1981 [1966]) ‘Transparencies on Film’ [trans. T. Y. Levin] New
German Critique 24/25, 199-205

Adorno, T. W. (1969-1970 [1966]) “Society’ [trans. F. Jameson] Salmagundi 3(10-
11), 144-153

Adorno, T. W. (1981 [1967]) Prisms [trans. S. & S. Weber| Massachusetts: MIT
Press

Adorno, T. W. (1998 [1967]) “Education After Auschwitz’ [trans. H. W.
Pickford] in T. W. Adorno & H. W. Pickford (ed.) Critical Models: Interventions
and Catchwords New York: Columbia University Press (191-204)

Adorno, T. W. (1998 [1969]) “On Subject and Object’ [trans. H. W. Pickford] in
T. W. Adorno & H. W. Pickford (ed.) Critical Models: Interventions and
Catchwords New York: Columbia University Press (245-258)

Adorno, T. W. (1998 [1969]) ‘Marginalia to Theory and Praxis” [trans. H. W.
Pickford] in T. W. Adorno & H. W. Pickford (ed.) Critical Models: Interventions
and Catchwords New York: Columbia University Press (259-278)



iii

AT Adorno, T. W. (2004 [1970]) Aesthetic Theory [trans. R. Hullot-Kentor] London:
Continuum



INTRODUCTION

The point from which I set out to write this thesis appears simultaneously distal
and proximal. In terms of temporality and topic, the origin feels distant, since
the project has undergone a number of major changes over an extended period
of time. Yet, in terms of its final configuration and content, the thesis feels
absolutely proximal, as if its varied mutations were but a natural outgrowth of
its origin and could not have been otherwise. Despite this ostensible
reconciliation of origin and outcome, it is, nonetheless, worthwhile explaining
some of the developments that have resulted in the thesis taking its present
form. The initial point of departure and scheduled destination have proven to
be markedly unfixed and ungraspable, like tiny fragments immersed in water,
tlitting about unpredictably as one tries repeatedly in vain to capture them. My
project began with the idea of examining some of the problems involved in the
theory and practice of social critique, with a view of advocating a form of
critical social theory that went beyond the malaise of postmodernist discourse
and its related political impasse. But, having passed through the countless
vistas that connect such diverse people, objects and ideas (such as I have been
fortunate enough to experience along the way), my initial aims were
continually refocused and refined before ultimately taking shape in the form
offered herein. What may look to be a radical shift in direction and focus is
rather nothing but an uncoerced and, one might even say, ‘natural’ progression
of thought. At the core of my thinking is the desire to seek out the potential of
critical consciousness, wherever it might be found, with a view to better
understanding the woefully imperfect social world in which we live. I take it as

read that in recounting such a desire an entire history of critical thought is



invoked. Within this rich history there has been no single predominant
approach towards the goal of achieving socio-critical insight, and I believe this
to be a reflection of the contextual dynamics that drive and force critical

thought to ever new vantage points.

Since my first substantive encounters with the critical theory of Theodor W.
Adorno (1903-1969), I have found myself drawing upon certain of his ideas in
responding critically to the social world. In reiterating and refreshing one of
Adorno’s own theoretical claims, I would argue that today it is not only
valuable but absolutely necessary that we look towards artworks (and, in
particular, the perpetually evolving medium of film) as providing a potential
foothold from which we may surmount the formidable face of rarefied political
discourse, push-button political activism, cynicism, irony, distanciation,
ubiquitous media spin, and the insidious general propensity for judging people
and ideas solely or primarily on the basis of brute quantification and, as the

current egregious vernacular ceaselessly insists, “impact’.

In times such as these, I believe it appropriate, if not indeed a matter of principle,
to call into question such myopic practices and try to expand the possible
avenues for thinking and acting in ethically and politically responsible ways.
For just such reasons, this project will not take the form of a traditional political
or sociological treatise. Instead, I undertake to analyze particular concepts
within the critical theory of Adorno and relate (and constellate) these concepts to
tilmic artworks, in a manner which, I hope, can provoke socially critical insights
and interpretations. The analyses herein aim to operate dialectically, inasmuch
as not only will they attempt to show how Adornian theory can aid the practice
of film interpretation, but also how certain filmic artworks may enact and
illuminate important elements of Adornian theory. Thus, the analytical process

should move in both directions, from Adorno to film and vice versa.
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The scope of the thesis is necessarily limited. Adorno’s philosophical concerns
are extraordinarily wide-ranging and it would be impossible to examine them
with anything like the requisite detail in a single work. However, this evident
impossibility does not pose as great a problem as it may at first appear. For,
despite his somewhat perplexing claim that in a philosophical text “all the
propositions ought to be equally close to the centre” (MM, §44, p. 71), there are
particular concepts in Adorno’s works that, if not occupying a more central
position as such, at least are treated more frequently and rigorously than others.
Moreover, since critical theory (and the interpretation thereof) is an actively
historicist pursuit, to the extent that thought and its presentation must be
considered in concrete socio-historical contexts, one should not hesitate in
discarding certain of Adorno’s arguments that, for the present time at least,
retain negligible relevance or truth-content. For instance, while this thesis will
be engaging with cultural artefacts (films), I will not be retreading the well-
worn paths of Adorno’s influential ‘culture industry’ thesis, since the thesis is,
in my view, less socially and politically significant than the concepts on which I
have chosen to focus. The concepts to be explored, interpreted and ultimately
defended here have been selected on account of what I take to be their critical
potential amid the contemporary social, cultural, economic and political

climate. The structure of the thesis will take the following form.

In the opening chapter, I seek to situate my project within the current
theoretical climate. The chapter commences with an overview of some of the
typical approaches to contemporary Adornian studies, as well as their potential
limitations (section 1.1). I then move on to consider the ways in which Adorno’s
critical theory has been ignored in the recent disciplinary stalemate between
political economy and cultural studies, respectively, and attempt to address this
costly oversight (section 1.2). The chapter then acknowledges the problematic

and dismissive views on film expressed throughout Adorno’s corpus, before
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defending the validity of and value in exploring filmic works with and through
Adornian theory — in other words, deploying Adorno’s critically potent
concepts against or in spite of himself (section 1.3). The chapter concludes with
an outline of the underlying methodology of the thesis, which I refer to as the
‘constellational method” (section 1.4). This approach is elucidated with recourse
to the work of Walter Benjamin and Adorno’s (qualified) appropriation of his

friend’s ideas.

Chapter II explores the complex concept of mimesis by constellating the
theoretical work of Adorno and the filmic work of Tarkovsky, in a bid to offer a
much needed counterweight to the prevalent communicative paradigm
instituted by one of Adorno’s junior Frankfurt colleagues, Jiirgen Habermas.
The latter’s self-defined move from the ‘philosophy of consciousness’ to
‘linguistic philosophy” has, in the process, almost completely eradicated
mimesis as a critical concept. My argument here will be that mimesis is an
indispensible and timely alternative to the leading conceptions of rationality,
namely, instrumental and communicative. The chapter begins with an exploration
of the early uses of mimesis in Adorno’s thinking (section 1), before moving on
to consider Habermas” ‘communicative turn’ (section 2). I also map the further
development of Adorno’s conception of mimesis and contrast this to the unduly
dismissive Habermasian reading with a view to rescuing mimesis from critical-
theoretical oblivion. The final part of the chapter (section 3) looks to
Tarkovsky’s films as an aesthetic complement to and enactment of an Adornian

understanding of mimesis.

Chapter III examines the social critique at work in Adorno’s thought and
Haneke’s films, and argues for the importance of marginality for both the theory
and practice of effective criticism. The first section considers the macro-level

critique of Adornian theory and makes the case for reading both Adorno and
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Haneke as anti-psychological social critics (sections 1.1 and 1.2). This argument
precedes a discussion of the apparent absence of a collective revolutionary
subject and the implications this has for a critical social theory (section 1.3). The
second half of the chapter is dedicated to developing the idea of what I refer to
as marginal subjectivity. The first of two subsections defends the legitimacy of
estrangement as part of such marginal subjectivity (section 2.1), while the
second explores the dialectic of ‘bourgeois coldness” and analyzes the ways in
which this functions as a crucial catalyst for critique in both Adorno’s social

theory and Haneke’s films (section 2.2).

Chapter IV concerns the mediation of humanity and nature. The chapter
commences with an overview of the core tenets of two influential ecological
discourses, namely, ‘deep ecology’ (section 1.1) and ‘social ecology’ (section
1.2). Despite having in common the aim of altering human interactions with the
natural world, the relationship between the discourses of deep ecology and
social ecology has been greatly hostile and antagonistic. After rehearsing some
of their central arguments, I offer some criticisms of each in turn (section 1.3),
before exploring Adorno’s complex invocations of nature in his critical theory
(section 2). Having presented and defended an Adornian understanding of the
dialectic between humanity and nature, I conclude the chapter by constellating

this reading with the film aesthetics of Tarkovsky (section 3).



CHAPTER |

ADORNO, FILM, AND CONSTELLATIONS

INTRODUCTION

In this opening chapter, I will present the rationale behind the thesis — in terms
of its particular structure, content and method - as well as the contribution I
hope it will make to the existing literature on Theodor W. Adorno. The chapter
is divided into four sections. The first (1.1) provides a review of some of the
Anglophone commentary on and reception of Adorno’s work. The second (1.2)
examines the various ways in which Adornian theory has been neglected in the
recent disciplinary standoff that has emerged between cultural studies, on the
one side, and political economy, on the other. In the third section (1.3), I offer
some reflections on Adorno’s relationship to film and give reasons for my
decision to bring the two together, since the plausibility and desirability of
making this link are not self-evident. In the final section (1.4), I explain the
manner in which I will use Adornian theory and film, in other words, the
methodological approach of the thesis. This will entail an explanation and
defence of, what I will call, a “constellational method’, which, on my reading,
offers an interpretive, provocative and speculative approach to the critical
analysis of cultural objects — indeed, a method which, in my view, moves
cultural theory beyond the aforementioned theoretical stalemate between

political economy and cultural studies.



1. WHY ADORNO AND FILM?

There are many reasons that draw (or return) one to Adorno’s thought.
Whether it is the inimitable style and form of his often bristly prose, or the
virtuosity exhibited in his interpretations and appropriations of the most varied
cultural artefacts, or the bracing breeze arising from the pages of his austere
negativity, Adorno’s critical theory is without doubt a most fertile ground for
philosophical reflection, social critique and aesthetic interpretation. His works
not only span but actively flout disciplinary boundaries as a matter of routine,
in a way that acknowledges the dialectics of the fragment and totality, the
individual and society, the particular and the general, the subject and object,
immanence and transcendence. Adorno’s reflections frequently betray the
precise gaze of a specialist combined with a panoramic vision for social and
political criticism. Yet, it is perhaps this combination of perspectives — reading
the fragment through the totality, and the totality out of the fragment — that has
caused an under-appreciation of the unbreakable connection between Adorno’s
cultural analyses and his philosophical ideas. There are seldom any existing
works on Adorno’s critical theory that seek to draw upon his substantive social
philosophy and relate this to cultural forms (let alone film). Instead, a number of
competing ‘Adornos’ appear, and in and through these variations certain
influences, leanings and projects are emphasized or downplayed, depending
largely on the person doing the interpreting. I do not suppose that this present
work will be entirely free of such ‘subjective’” projections in its readings of
Adorno, but I do hope that, in what follows, I can demonstrate the continuing
relevance of particular aspects of Adorno’s critical theory not only on their own
terms but also in constellation with existing cultural forms (specifically, the

tilms of Andrei Tarkovsky and Michael Haneke).



In this opening chapter, then, I will first consider some trends and possible
limitations of the existing literature on, and interpretations of, Adorno, before
examining the debilitating disciplinary divide that has been erected between
political economy and cultural studies. I will also argue the case for utilizing
film as a valid object of study, particularly in relation to Adorno whose views of
the medium are frequently disparaging. Finally, I will outline the underlying
methodology of the thesis, which can be said to be constellational. In doing so, I
aim to highlight the necessity for further scholarly investment in Adorno’s
corpus, and in particular the ways in which his philosophical reflections should
be read through, or at least linked more closely with, culture and aesthetics. The
latter phenomena demand greater social and political emphasis and, in my
view, cannot be simply lobbed off, as it were, from Adorno’s critical theory lest

much of the critical and political intent of his thought be diminished.

1.1 Rendering Adorno

When dealing with a writer whose interests and ideas extend far beyond the
usual boundaries of disciplinary segregation, the threat of projecting into the
work one’s own perspectives and desires is almost unavoidable. Adorno’s
critical theory flouts such scholarly conventions and disciplinary lines so freely
as to make the very act of reading and interpreting it feel like, despite one’s best
efforts, a coercive and violent act of reductionism. The constellation of
influences that feed into Adorno’s thought is richly varied and, while this
makes his texts intriguing to read, it also confounds the task of interpretation. A
list of influences would include (though not exhaustively) Kant, Hegel, Marx,
Nietzsche, Freud, Weber, Lukdacs, Kracauer, Horkheimer and Benjamin. One
could add here the names of numerous thinkers with whom Adorno
profoundly disagreed — such as Husserl, Heidegger, Mannheim, Popper, to

name but a few — to the extent that these authors also played a significant part



in the development of Adorno’s critical theory, if only by way of negation or
confrontation. In acknowledging the sheer breadth of these intellectual
influences, and the fact that their presence can be detected in the various texts
of Adorno’s oeuvre, it appears that the works themselves are highly conducive
to just the kind of projection and selective emphasis that have come to
characterize much of the secondary literature. Espen Hammer makes reference

to this plethora of emphases and influences in posing the following questions:

Is Adorno a kind of Nietzschean Marxist? Or is he a modified Hegelian
with a Kantian sense of finitude and limitation? How pervasive is the
influence of Lukacs and Weber? And what effect does the Judaic impulse,
mediated by Rosenzweig and Benjamin, actually have? (2006, p. 4)

These kinds of questions perpetually circle the mind of Adorno’s readers and
interpreters, particularly those who exist within the highly specialized confines
of academia. This mild obsession with categorization — aptly symptomatic of
what Adorno refers to as ‘identity-thinking’” — is reflected in existing
commentaries, which are replete with readings that routinely shift emphasis,
usually with the aim of constructing a coherent ‘Adorno’, while in the process
seeking to iron out ostensible contradictions and resolve undesirable paradoxes.
Later, I will explain why this kind of rendering of Adorno is understandable
but problematic. For now though, it is worth giving an overview of some such

‘selective’ readings.

Simon Jarvis” critical introduction, though utterly indispensible for Adornian
studies, plays its part in propagating the divided approaches to Adorno’s work
that move along diverse and often conflicting paths. As David Ayers notes in
his review of the book, Jarvis gives an almost exclusively philosophical rendering
of Adorno’s thought, with a particularly keen focus on Kant. This reading
contributes significantly towards the sidelining of other major facets of the

critical theorist’s corpus — most notably, the continual and complex interrelation



with the thought of Walter Benjamin, and Adorno’s dialectical cultural criticism
(Ayers, 1999, p. 38). While certain aspects of Adornian theory are well
introduced and explicated for an interested but not necessarily expert reader,
the author’s desire to produce a provocative philosophical account of Adorno’s
thought eventually exceeds and subsumes these broader aims of what is, after
all, supposed to be an ‘introductory’ text. Jarvis also, on the very first page,
refers to what he sees as the “startling inner coherence of [Adorno’s] thought”
(1998, p. 1).! Yet, a couple of pages later, he duly notes that, in light of the
expansiveness of Adorno’s concerns, thoughts and interests, any exposition of
his work entails “doing some violence to it” (ibid., p. 3). While these two claims
are not necessarily contradictory, they do, however, point to a potential
problem: for might it be the case that the supposed ‘inner coherence’ of
Adorno’s thought can only be rendered precisely by ‘doing some violence to it'?
In other words, the theoretical coherence Jarvis identifies may only appear after

the interpreter’s influence has been imparted.

Following the belief that “True thoughts are those alone which do not
understand themselves” (MM, p. 192), my reading of Adorno attempts to draw
upon the coherence of certain ideas in his critical theory, rather than supposing
there to be a consistent totality of thought.? As a staunchly anti-systematic
thinker, it would seem to be appropriate to read Adorno in such a fragmentary
and constellative form, brushing up against the unsmoothed edges of his
thought as opposed to overzealously sanding them down to fit into a pre-

existing frame. I will have more to say on the constellational method (see

1 See also: “[All of Adorno’s arguments] share a philosophical idiom which gives his work its internal
coherence” (1998, p. 3).

2 Interestingly, just prior to completing this thesis, I discovered that Adorno followed just such an
interpretive procedure during his readings of Kant: “I, on the contrary, am much more interested in the
inconsistencies, the contradictions in Kant. I regard these inconsistencies and contradictions as providing
far more compelling evidence of Kant’s greatness than any harmonious system. This is because they
express the life of truth, whereas smoothing over the contradictions and creating a superficial synthesis is
an easy task” (KCPR, p. 80).



section 1.4). For now, let us consider other secondary works on Adorno and

their potential limitations.

In contrast to the idea of their being multiple Adornos, it may be more telling to
note the different subgenres of Adornian scholarship that have emerged
recently. A provisional typology of these subdivisions might include: ethical
readings; poststructuralist readings; aesthetic readings; historical readings;
cultural readings; political readings. Of course, the boundaries between some of
these approaches are porous and allow for some crossover. For example, many
political readings draw out the ethical implications of Adorno’s thought, while
poststructuralist appropriations often also engage Adorno’s aesthetics.
Furthermore, despite the general air of neutrality and objectivity one finds in
historical approaches to Adorno’s work, such efforts must always be
understood as (at least in part) constituting a political intervention.® It is not
necessary here to go into great detail with regard to existing literature, since my
aim is to avoid producing a reading of Adorno that comfortably fits in to these
existing typologies. However, it will be worthwhile acknowledging the variety
of positions and how they have construed and constructed Adorno’s critical

theory along very different interpretive lines.

The most significant contributions to the development of an ethical Adorno
come from Jay Bernstein. Over the past two decades, Bernstein has produced
three notable book-length studies that deal with, firstly, Adorno’s aesthetic
modernism as an ethical critique of instrumental reason that, on Bernstein’s

account, is lacking in deconstructionism (Bernstein, 1992), secondly, the

3 See the recent biographies of Adorno by Detlev Claussen (2008 [2003]) and Stefan Miiller-Doohm (2009
[2003]), as well as the mainstay historical studies of the Frankfurt School undertaken by Martin Jay (1973)
and Rolf Wiggershaus (1995). See also Jay (1984b), which combines biographical details with all too brief
introductory remarks on Adornian theoretical concepts: the inadequacies of Jay’s prefatory text in
combination with Jarvis’ idiosyncratic introduction have given due cause for more measured and
standard, if less thought-provoking, entry-level assessments of Adorno (see, for example, Cook, 2008;
Thomson, 2006).



shortcomings of Habermasian discourse ethics (Bernstein, 1995), and thirdly,
the task of sketching out a normative ethical theory from Adorno’s work
(Bernstein, 2001). This latter text is the single most substantial attempt at
bringing Adorno’s ethics out into the open. From a poststructuralist angle,
Drucilla Cornell (1992) has also examined the fruitfulness of an Adornian
understanding of non-identity and its contribution to an ethical form of
deconstruction. She reads Adorno with Derrida and Levinas in an attempt to
theorize the positing of ‘limits’, and suggests how a deconstructionist ethics can
do justice to the excluded other, the inevitable ‘beyond’ of any posited limit. In
her appropriation of Adorno, Cornell sides with other poststructuralists in
accentuating Adorno’s critique of Western reason, logocentrism, progress,
teleology, the myth of coherent subjecthood, and so forth (see Nagele, 1986).
Peter Dews (1989) offers an important tempering of this influential

deconstructive trend in Adornian interpretation.

In a more political vein, the likes of Robert Hullot-Kentor (2006) and Fredric
Jameson (1990) have attempted to defend (elements of) Adorno’s critical theory
as an authentic and timely development in the course of Marxist thought that
exhibits a profound pertinence for contemporary social and political critique.
While Hullot-Kentor remains positively aloof to the categories of
postmodernism and instead defends the dialectical and materialist thinking of
Adorno, Jameson is more accepting of the ostensible “postmodern turn’ but
upholds the legitimacy and aptness of Adorno’s theory for the postmodern
epoch. Both accounts (re)insert Marx firmly at the heart of Adorno’s thinking

and follow the general historical trajectory of Western Marxism.

There is little doubt that the work of Jiirgen Habermas has done more than
most to shape — some might say disfigure — the legacy of Adorno’s critical

theory. For nearly three decades now, Habermas’ version of critical theory has



held a privileged position amid the critical-theoretical imagination, producing
en route a caricatured, outdated and irrationalist image of Adorno. Habermas’
critiques of Adorno in the 1980s played a pivotal role in preparing the way for
the significant paradigm shift towards ‘communicative action’. Habermas
aligns Adorno (and Horkheimer) with ‘irrationalist’ thinkers like Sade and
Nietzsche, claiming that such totalizing social critique is untenable, unhelpful
and outdated. In its place Habermas calls for greater faith in the resilient and
self-reflective reason, which through language and discourse ethics moves
towards enlightened emancipation. As a counterweight to the deconstructive
readings, the communicative turn takes a reconstructive and rational approach
to critical theory, viewing modernity and enlightenment as an ‘unfinished
project’. Influential junior colleagues of Habermas, namely, Axel Honneth and
Albrecht Wellmer, also continue this reconstructive line of defence. Despite
offering more balanced readings of Adorno and first-generation critical theory
generally, Honneth and Wellmer still follow Habermas’ call for a move beyond

Adorno.

Alongside the paradigmatic Habermasian critique, cultural studies readings of
Adorno are extremely prominent within the contemporary academic context. In
such readings, Adorno is cast in the depressingly familiar light of an elitist
mandarin with nothing but disdain for popular culture and an anachronistic
belief in the ideals of (high) modernism. Jim Collins” (1987) work is one of the
shrillest dismissals of Adorno’s critical theory in general and the culture
industry thesis in particular, seeing in it a typical case of Marxist economic
reductionism and misplaced romanticism that are, so the argument goes,
simply inappropriate for and inadequate to the diversity of cultural forms
within our contemporary postmodern landscape. A similar line of attack is
taken by John Thompson who - following most readings of Adorno in media

and cultural studies — centres his critique on the culture industry thesis,



charging it with overemphasizing cultural production and overestimating “the
extent to which individuals have been integrated into the existing social order”
(1990, p. 108). Tania Modleski (1986), Douglas Kellner (1989; 1995), Robert
Miklitsch (1998) and Robert Witkin (2003) also adopt a cultural studies
approach to Adorno’s thought, yet these commentators at least manage to
avoid falling into a one-sided dismissal of a caricatured Adorno and instead try

salvaging something from his work.

The fecundity of Adorno’s corpus clearly provides ample seeds from which a
variety of specialist readings and interpretations can grow. Yet, the risk may be
that in rendering Adorno in a specific singular light — be it ethical, political,
philosophical, aesthetic, cultural, and so on — one fails to appreciate the
interconnectedness of his core concepts. While I will organize my research
around three themes — (1) mimesis; (2) marginality and critique; (3) nature and
humanity — in choosing to constellate these themes from Adorno’s critical
theory with filmic artworks, it is my aim to avoid singling out concepts and
considering them in isolation, since, as Adorno controversially puts it, “in a
philosophical text all the propositions ought to be equally close to the centre”
(MM, §41, p. 71). In this regard, approaching Adorno’s work can at times feel
like partaking in a game of theoretical Kerplunk. In trying to concentrate on and
subsequently extract a single conceptual ‘straw’, at each turn we risk collapsing
the whole lot, since each concept rests upon and feeds into the others. The
integrity of critical thought, on Adorno’s account, relies upon the overlaying
and intertwining of concepts, not in their abstract separation. For these reasons,
as will be evident throughout the thesis, my rendering of Adorno will try to
respect and uphold the anti-systematic and non-hierarchical forms of his own
thinking by moving into and between philosophical, aesthetic, sociological,

cultural and political themes without necessarily being reducible to any one of
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these approaches. This is also part and parcel of what I will later call the

constellational method.

In addition, while the existing approaches to Adorno’s work are worth
pursuing — since in trying to reconstruct a consistent theory or theorist we can
better uncover certain conflicts or tensions within Adorno’s thought — I believe
that in trying to render a coherent body of thought out of Adorno’s voluminous
output such readings are in danger of ossifying or stultifying the movement that
is characteristic of his dialectical thinking. That ideas are dynamic and store up
(or have sedimented within them) historical meanings, transitions, suffering
even, is in part what guarantees the future of thought itself. Without allowing
Adorno’s ideas to speak to us anew at different times and in different contexts,
we run the risk of reducing the critical potential of his varied theoretical
reflections and making of them a mere museum piece, a relic of intellectual
history, gazed upon with nothing more than a passing curiosity and a

reassuring curatorial guide.

In Minima Moralia, Adorno notes how “we” (which, in this passage at least,
appears to refer to intellectuals, although its use is rather ambiguous) forget the
art of “reading a text from Jean Paul as it must have been read in his time”
(MM, p. 27). This point may seem redundant or even trite to today’s intellectual
historians, for whom the task of contextual reading is so well entrenched as to
have become second nature. Yet, in a sense, this is precisely part of the problem
with existing readings of Adorno. Excessive attention to biographical details
and personal idiosyncrasies tends to empty the work of its political intentions,
neutralizing it within and tethering it to a particular time and place, namely,
that of its origin. In Adorno’s case, since the political intent of his work serves to

provoke further thought and change, not only at the time of its writing but in
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ever new contexts, it is better to avoid a simplistic historical appreciation and

instead return to or actualize certain ideas in relation to our present conditions.

One should bear in mind Adorno’s own pronouncements on socio-historical
context and its relation to philosophy. The temporality of thinking cannot be
reduced to the either/or dichotomies of future-past, progression-regression;
instead, Adorno’s thinking might be best understood along the lines of
Benjamin’s well-known interpretation of Klee’s Angelus Novus. Moving
helplessly forward yet all the while facing backwards, surveying the ruins of
the past as they mount ever higher. Adorno’s philosophy lives on in
anticipation of a future redemption, yet such redemption can only come by way
of making amends for the suffering, pain and destruction of the past: “The task
to be accomplished is not the conservation of the past, but the redemption of the
hopes of the past” (DE, p. xv). This complex temporality within philosophy
itself marks an interesting distinction between Adorno’s critical theory and
more recent trends in Continental thought, most notably, poststructuralism,
which deals routinely in futural notions (for example, deferral, the not-yet,
democracy-to-come, constant becoming, post-humanism, and so on). Even
when Adorno seems to invoke similarly futural phrases (for example,
‘messages in a bottle’, an ‘imagined witness’, and ‘one day in the messianic
light), important differences remain. These Adornian phrases all exhibit the
backward-looking perspective mentioned previously with reference to Klee’s
angel. Messages in a bottle, while set in motion originally in the hope of finding
a future recipient, are actualized, if at all, by their historically sedimented
content and a retrospective reader whose task is to decipher the meaning(s) of
the message, in relation to either the conditions of its original creation or the
present. Moreover, the imagined witness and futural messianic light are also
backward-looking critical tools, for they do not concretely prefigure a future

state of perfection, but instead seek to distance us from and negate our present
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reality through the imagined witness of another time, looking back to the (soon-
to-be) ruins of our present. The redemptive light does not lead us towards a
utopian future, but rather emanates from an unspecifiable non-place (a literal
utopia) in the future back to our present, revealing the latter’s extant injustices

and failures:

The only philosophy which can be responsibly practised in face of despair
is the attempt to contemplate all things as they would present themselves
from the standpoint of redemption. Knowledge has no light but that shed
on the world by redemption (MM, §153, p. 247)

In addition, another key difference between poststructuralism and Adornian
philosophy, respectively, exists in the form of affirmation and celebration, on
the one hand, and negation and lamentation, on the other. Where
poststructuralism (gleefully) excels in its role of bringing forward the future
possibilities of humanity almost to within touching distance, Adorno’s
philosophy is, by contrast, melancholic* and focused more on the missed
opportunities and untimely survivals of the past than on imagining a fantastical
tuture. Adornian thought often evokes a sense of belatedness and a concern for
that which is passing away before our very eyes, without having yet enjoyed
any substantive or meaningful existence at all. Rather than a premonition of a
new and fulfilled life to come, Adorno’s work marks a lament over wasted or
‘wrong’ life, that is to say, the life that is efficiently asphyxiated under the

weight of the existent.

It is not simply a matter of reading Adorno’s texts as they would have been
read in his time, though doubtlessly interesting such readings can be. Rather,
the dual tasks of reading and interpreting are to be continually taken up anew

in diverse but not wholly unrelated social and political situations. For these

¢ Adorno himself famously uses this adjective in the Dedication in Minima Moralia: “The melancholy
science from which I make this offering [. . .]” (MM, p. 15). This phrase was also used by Gillian Rose in
her introductory study of Adorno (see Rose, 1978).
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reasons, in this thesis I will give less attention to trying to render a singular
‘Adorno’. Instead, I will explore and utilize some theoretical ideas of his that in
the present time deserve our attention, since when constellated with certain
filmic artworks, these ideas attest to the potential for critical insight into the
woefully inadequate status quo. Before outlining the relation between Adorno
and film, it will be useful to further situate my use of Adornian theory in
contradistinction to a pervasive and, in my view, unhelpful disciplinary

division that has arisen between political economy and cultural studies.

1.2 Beyond the Divide: Political Economy versus Cultural Studies

While composing notes and ideas for this project, one of the initial impetuses
for returning to Adorno’s work came via recognition of the conspicuous
absence of critical theory within contemporary cultural studies. On further
investigation, the sense of this absence was confirmed and accounted for in the
disciplinary division that has developed between political economy and cultural
studies, respectively, over the course of the past couple of decades or so. The
main battle lines between the two camps stem from both methodological and
theoretical differences, but it is the latter which have proven to be most divisive

if not irreconcilable.

Between its establishment in 1964 and its administratively-enforced closure
amid widespread controversy in 2002, the Centre for Contemporary Cultural
Studies (CCCS) at Birmingham University was at the forefront of socio-cultural
analysis as well as audience- and text-based research. Originally under the aegis
of Richard Hoggart and later Stuart Hall, what came to be known as the
‘Birmingham School’, while ostensibly drawing from a (neo) Marxist heritage
and broadly Leftist political stance, ushered in an age of domination for

‘reception studies’. Such studies included empirically based audience research,
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which sought to quantitatively and qualitatively analyze the behaviour of
cultural consumers and the (supposedly) manifold and active ways in which
they receive, interpret and experience culture in its various forms. Drawing on
the then ultra fashionable poststructuralist ideas emanating from France —
primarily engaging with thinkers such as Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault and
Roland Barthes — the Birmingham School were also at pains to show the
polysemic content of cultural products, in addition to the fragmented, malleable
and even oppositional nature of the individual recipient. Indeed, Stuart Hall’s
pithy assertion that “Ordinary people are not cultural dopes” (1981, p. 232) can
be seen not only as a guiding principle of the British cultural studies movement

but also as a backhanded criticism of the (rarely mentioned) Frankfurt School.

The Birmingham school’s approach was seen to serve as an antidote to the
crude and overly materialistic accounts of culture so common to (Marxist)
theorists of political economy, as well as the lamenting and scornful derisions of
perceived decadence so prevalent in conservative cultural criticism. In contrast
to these approaches, cultural studies view the economic as but one factor amid
a complex myriad of social determinants for contemporary identity in the West
(factors such as race, gender, power, religion, etc.). In addition to
deemphasizing the economy, cultural studies — following its interest in and
taking influence from poststructuralism — signal a shift in focus, now centring
round the notion of signification. Drawing on the work of Roland Barthes,
cultural studies practitioners counter what they regard as reductionist accounts
of culture (based upon limited and limiting categories such as ‘class’, “mass’,
‘economy’, and so forth), instead opting to insist on the inherently malleable
nature of language and meaning, and the complex processes of consumption
which produce symbolic meaning and significations in and through diverse
cultural “texts’. This focus on individual agency and the polysemic meaning of

cultural texts is in direct contrast to the approach of political economy, since the
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latter looks to the productive processes and organization of media ownership
that contribute to the creation, distribution and control over the reception of
cultural objects. Political economy examines culture in relation to its wider
context — that is to say, society and its market economy — and aims to show how
cultural artefacts operate within this context, while cultural studies looks to
individual artefacts, creators, and consumers, in its analyses of culture and
everyday life. The political economy-cultural studies dualism is marked by
argumentative circularity, in a manner that bears some resemblance to the
somewhat crude readings of the conflict between Hegelian idealism and
Marxist materialism. In both cases, one side privileges consciousness over
material, the other vice versa. Political economy gives precedence to material
factors — such as the forces, conditions and relations of production, ownership
and organization, physical labour, and so on — deeming other elements
designated as ‘cultural’, “‘symbolic’ and “mental” to be merely dependent and
secondary phenomena. Meanwhile, cultural studies invert this perspective and
prioritize the cultural, symbolic and mental aspects of culture over and above

material economic factors.

The place of Adorno’s work amid the theoretical chasm between the two
research programmes remains largely uncharted. This is surprising given the
considerable amount of work Adorno contributed to the field of cultural theory
and research, not to mention critical theory’s rigorous engagement with Marxist
thought — the latter also constituting an important and openly avowed influence
in both political economy and cultural studies. On closer inspection, however,
possible explanations as to this relative lack of attention to or engagement with

Adorno’s work begin to emerge.

Firstly, in relation to political economy, after examining some of the arguments

arising from one of the field’s leading exponents, Nicholas Garnham, it appears
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as if the charge of economic reductionism is not unfounded. In its strict
adherence to Marx’s base/superstructure dichotomy, as well as its privileging of
the economy and imparting of agency to the market (and/or capitalism) in its
ability to determine and subordinate all other human activity, the political
economy approach simply cannot adequately theorize culture and its relation to
complex signifying practices.> Political economy reduces culture to a mere
epiphenomenon of the market. As Garnham puts it, the “structure of social
[that is, material and productive] collaboration is the form through which
individual social agents are shaped and relate to one another” (1995, p. 64). The
link between the base and superstructure, to which Garnham explicitly refers
(ibid.), is constituted by the “material interest” dictated by relations of
production. On the political economic view, it is this material interest which

also shapes consciousness.

Secondly, with regard to cultural studies, indicative of the failure thus far to
engage with Adorno’s work is the fact that, to my knowledge, only one paper
examining the relevance of critical theory to culture has ever been produced
under the banner of the CCCS. The paper, authored by Phil Slater and entitled
‘The Aesthetic Theory of the Frankfurt School’ (1974), contains a cursory
dismissal of Adorno, making the (by now commonplace) claim that the latter’s
overly deterministic view of the manipulated masses at the whim of an
omnipotent culture industry signals the irrelevance of his critical theory.
Indeed, in broader terms, the level of meaningful engagement with the works of
the Frankfurt School in the development of cultural studies is decidedly low in
quality. At times, critical theory appears as nothing but a historical footnote in
the story of cultural studies’ formation, while at other times it is presented in

shorthand or caricatured form in order to speedily dismiss its (again)

5 Interestingly, Lawrence Grossberg (a leading cultural studies theorist) has also fallen into the reductionist
trap of construing the economy and capitalism as having agency and autonomy of their own. At one point
he even employs the phrase, “the agency of capitalism” (1992, p. 356).
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‘pessimistic’ and politically paralyzing conclusions. In any case, such severe
oversights and misreadings are regrettable, for they not only forestall the
possibility for an effective dialogue between critical theory and cultural studies,
but they also contribute greatly to the ongoing theoretical standoff between

political economy and cultural studies.

What both disciplines — political economy and cultural studies — have in
common is a tendency to hypostatize the categories of ‘economy” and ‘culture’,
resulting in a recurrent and stagnant debate in which each side reinforces the
binary split between the two categories. In both approaches, the economy is
posited as the arena of material activity, while culture is designated as the
idealist scene of meaning-making and signification. Within this dichotomy
there is no overlap or interaction between the two realms. That is to say, both
disciplines assert that the economy is material (and not signifying), and culture
signifying (and not material). The limited horizons of each approach already
begin to point towards possible reasons as to why Adorno hardly features in
the ongoing debate. In light of the arguments put forth by Garnham, it becomes
less surprising that the wealth of resources in Adorno’s work has remained
untapped by political economic theorists of culture, for such a reductive view of
culture is nowhere to be found in the Frankfurter’s voluminous output. Rather
than dismiss culture out-of-hand as nothing more than grist to the capitalists’
mill, Adorno takes seriously not only the context and relations of its production
but also the integral character of the cultural object itself, the potential
ideological or pacifying effects it may contain or transmit, as well as the social
conditions of its distribution and reception.® Moreover, Adorno also remains
aware of the conspicuous and problematic position of the critic in relation to

culture and refuses to simplify his analyses for the sake of easy comprehension.

¢ Such issues can only have grown in importance amid the rapid technological innovations that have taken
place over the past couple of decades and beyond.
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The resulting theoretical complexity is not only appropriate to the object of
study but is also absent from accounts of culture that merely take their cue from
either political economy or cultural studies. Adorno’s work can be seen to
transcend the disciplinary divide, inasmuch as it neither reduces culture to a
mere function of the economy, nor holds culture to be nothing but a site for
meaning-construction and signification. His theoretical work can be seen as an
attempt at dialectical cultural criticism. The concept of dialectical criticism is,
admittedly, not easily elucidated and no direct definitions will be found in
Adorno’s writing. However, some initial impressions can be gleaned from the

‘Cultural Criticism and Society” essay.

The dialectical critic must simultaneously participate and not participate in the
object of study (i.e. culture). This dialectic of participation becomes clearer if we
relate it to the dualism of political economy and cultural studies. In political
economy, there is a total negation of participation on the part of the critic, since
cultural objects are read as nothing but commodities like everything else,
created according to the predominant market forces and exchanged as things.
Meanwhile, in cultural studies, one finds a complete immersion and
participation in culture, in all its many forms, languages, interpretations,
significations, and so forth. Yet, both approaches will prove inadequate to the
demands of a more substantive cultural criticism, for neither can theorize the
mediation(s) between participation and non-participation, individual and
society, subject and object, the material and the symbolic, economy and culture.
Dealing only with their respective areas of interest, theorists working either side
of the self-erected fencing that separates political economy and cultural studies
exhibit and reinforce symptoms of the division of labour characteristic of so

much scholarly work.” In an effort to challenge and move beyond such

7 Indeed, when political economy theorist Garnham asks where in cultural studies today one might find
any analysis of cultural producers, organizational sites and practices, the exercising of corporative power,
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unhelpful divisions, on Adorno’s account, the dialectical critic of culture must
situate himself [sic] in the position of such mediations — subject-object,
individual-society, economy-culture, and so forth — for “[o]nly then does he do

justice to his object and to himselt” (P, p. 33).

In contrast to the alleged totalizing and undifferentiated critique contained in
the culture industry thesis, Adorno calls for a more detailed, dialectical and
sociological approach to culture. The twin tendencies of, on the one hand,
simply equating culture with ideology (false consciousness, justification for the
existent, and so on), and, on the other, affirming culture as resistant to the
dominance of exchange, should be avoided. This is not to detract from the
seriousness of Adorno’s criticisms of the culture industry, for it is clear that he
does view the majority of culture as nothing but ideological support for the
status quo. Yet, tempering such overarching claims is the following important

recognition:

[T]o act radically in accordance with this principle [construing culture as
pure ideology] would be to extirpate, with the false, all that was true also,
all that, however impotently, strives to escape the confines of universal
practice [. . .] To identify culture with lies is more fateful than ever, now
that the former is really becoming totally absorbed by the latter, and
eagerly invites such identification in order to compromise every opposing
thought (MM, 8§22, p. 44)

In other words, the necessary task facing the contemporary theorist involves
active engagement with culture but not strictly on its own terms, that is, not in a
passive or affirmative sense but remaining critical and negative throughout our
cultural interaction.® Criticism must aim to shed light on the relation between

an individual cultural artefact and the social, political and organizational

and suchlike, cultural studies theorist Grossberg replies by simply reinforcing the extant disciplinary
division of labour: “I'm tempted to answer that they are in political economy; that is, after all, what
political economists do and why should they want cultural studies to do it?” (1995, p. 72).

§ Jameson follows this Adornian line of thinking when he argues that we must denounce culture while we
continue to perpetuate it, and perpetuate it while continuing to relentlessly denounce it (1990, pp. 47-48).
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context of its production, dissemination and reception, giving due attention to
not only the object’s form and content but also the social trends and practices

sedimented within it. As Adorno writes, the task of criticism must be

not so much to search for the particular interest-groups to which cultural
phenomena are to be assigned, but rather to decipher the general social
tendencies which are expressed in these phenomena and through which
the most powerful interests realize themselves. Cultural criticism must
become social physiognomy (P, p. 30)

Such dialectical criticism is unlikely to be achieved within the limited analytical
frameworks provided by the reductive models of political economy and

cultural studies, respectively.

In addition, a dialectical cultural criticism would not only dissect, describe and
criticize the particular object, but would also enact a self-constituting moment
that would be situated in the mediation between critic (as subject) and cultural
commodity (as object). While there is clearly no shortage of “critics” within our
contemporary media landscape — particularly in the limitless scope of online
content and blogging services — invariably their restless activity amounts to
little more than elaborate descriptions and conclusions that revolve around and
reflect the critic’s (usually narrow and genre definable) preferences. Some might
argue that this lack of substance in criticism simply mirrors that of the cultural
artefacts about which most prominent critics write, an argument which reverts
to the conservative cultural criticism discussed earlier. Such a view, however,
not only does a disservice to contemporary culture by dismissing it out-of-hand
without sufficient analysis (non-participation in effect), but also fails to
acknowledge the critic’'s own role (participation) in the process of cultural
criticism. This is yet another oversight that characterizes work both in political
economy and cultural studies, where the former overlooks the specificity of a

cultural object, while the latter focuses on the agency, signification, meaning-
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construction, and other recipient-centred activities which continue apace
regardless of culture’s material manifestations. Adorno’s critical theory of
culture, however, is neither so myopic nor restricted, for he acknowledges the
(necessity of) mediation between critic and culture, without which no dialectical
account of culture can hope to even commence. In addition to this, the
allowance of one’s preferences to influence cultural criticism is surely a major
hindrance to effective critique, since ‘taste’ — which, in our relativistic and
parodic cultural context in which ‘anything goes’, largely seems to relate to
what a person does or does not enjoy, either genuinely or with a knowing irony
—is by no means a measure of culture’s worth. Indeed, the prevalence of taste in
contemporary cultural criticism only serves to reinforce the principle of
exchange and the ubiquity of identity-thinking, which on Adorno’s account
further aids the reification of consciousness. The kind of cultural criticism
Adorno calls for does not entail the proscribing and management of art,
advising people as to why they should like x and not y. Culture, if it is to
remain faithful to its own concept, must extend beyond itself. And part of this
movement is the role of criticism and the critic-culture relation. If critics act as
cultural reporters, as it were, merely objectifying culture, they hasten the latter’s
disappearance or, at the very least, its obsolescence and subservience to the
existing social world. As Adorno puts it, culture is the suspension of

objectification (P, p. 22).

Acknowledging the intertwinement of criticism and culture helps to explain
why any culture which is objectifying in its form and content will in turn tend
to produce objectifying critics. Thus, what is required of contemporary cultural
theory to move past stagnant disciplinary division is, in my view, an Adornian
inflected criticism, which actively engages with culture in a manner that neither
reduces its object to a mere thing, a fetish, nor celebrates the omnipotence of

creative signifying practices and meaning construction without due regard to
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material influences. Culture is not appropriate to the dominant material-
symbolic dualism, since it is both material and symbolic. Its material presence
affects ideas, representations, interpretations, meaning and language, while at
the same time these processes of signification, symbolic appropriation, value
investment, and so on, are no less material than labour, social intercourse and
production. This dialectic passes without adequate analysis within the narrowly
defined terms of political economy and cultural studies. However, through a
careful reading of Adorno’s critical theory, in addition to a more creative and
critical approach to cultural objects, I believe that we can begin to plot the
trajectory of a contemporary critical theory of culture which moves beyond the
political economy-cultural studies standoff. In this vein, this thesis engages with
some Adornian themes and concepts through film analyses and interpretations
that seek to elucidate and bring out the social and political elements within both
Adorno’s critical theory and the films under discussion. In this way, I hope to

move towards the kind of dialectical cultural criticism hitherto elucidated.

1.3 Adorno on Film

Having ostensibly located an area for potentially illuminating research
(admittedly about an already heavily analyzed thinker), my next task was to
search for precedents in the existing literature on Adorno and film. To say that
the assortment of appropriate texts written on this topic is limited would be a
considerable understatement. At the present time, only a handful of articles and

seldom any books have been written about Adorno’s work in relation to film.’

9 Alexander Garcia Diittmann has undertaken an interesting study analyzing the films of Luchino Visconti
taking as its point of departure a claim about blocked utopia in the introduction to Negative Dialectics (see
Diittmann, 2009). This impressive if idiosyncratic text stands alone in its use of Adornian theory for film
interpretation, although its style and method bear no comparison to the present project. By contrast, there
is veritable industry of Adornian studies in other fields of the arts and humanities, most notably, music
and literary theory. To mention just some of the book-length studies alone: on Adorno and music, see
Witkin (1998); DeNora (2003); Paddison (1993; 1996); Spitzer (2006), while for Adorno and literary theory,
see Helming (2009); Cunningham & Mapp (2006); and Harding (1997).
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Now, there are two standard reactions to such a discovery (read: surprise). One
can either assume that other scholars have considered, or even attempted,
conducting research in this particular subject area, and have subsequently failed
to produce something of the requisite quality — in which case a sense of panic
might be the next appropriate response. Or, alternatively and more
promisingly, one may return to the original research plan, carefully work
through its implications (both theoretically and practically), and resolve that it
is, after all, an area deserving of scholarly attention — in which case the
researcher can progress with the project, seeing where it leads and amending it
along the way as necessary. Obviously, the very fact that you are reading this
serves as evidence of my choosing the latter route. Less obvious, however, is
just how the link between Adornian theory and film can be successfully
established. This is so primarily on account of Adorno’s generally hostile and
dismissive comments on the medium of film. I will begin this section by
presenting some of Adorno’s stated positions on film, before arguing that such
responses to film are uncharacteristically shallow on Adorno’s part and do not
adequately acknowledge the potential of film to become a genuine art form.
Moreover, Adorno’s comments on film do not constitute a prohibition on
adopting his theoretical concepts for the purposes of illuminating critical
potential within filmic works. After all, one of the irrepressible and distinctive
teatures of a critical (contra ‘traditional’) theory! is its reflexivity and historical
development, meaning that to reify or limit thought to certain privileged areas
of society, aesthetics, politics, and so forth, would seem to run counter to the

original motivations of critical theory.

For the vast majority of his working life, Adorno remained a staunch critic of
film. In his correspondence with Walter Benjamin, the devastating chapter on

the culture industry in Dialectic of Enlightenment, as well as the various

10 See Horkheimer’s classic programmatic essay, ‘Traditional and Critical Theory’ (2002 [1937]).
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comments peppered throughout other texts such as Minima Moralia and Prisms,
Adorno makes no secret of his reservations toward film as a medium and the
cinema as a place of mindless pseudo-mimetic consumption. Diane Waldman,
in one of very few articles to broach the subject of film in relation to Adornian
theory, accurately highlights the most significant shortcoming in Adorno’s
conception of film. As Waldman shows, Adorno ontologizes film as inherently
ideological on the basis of its mechanical reproduction of the world as it is.
Since film is from the outset bound up with technical replication, and
dependent upon vast sums of capital from constricting corporate structures for
its creation, it can never achieve the artistic autonomy of a painting, a piece of
music, or literature. Adorno is critical of the extent to which film participates in
the continuation of a vicious cycle whereby the cultural object ostensibly
duplicates the outside world, which is then witnessed and (ostensibly) accepted
as such on screen by the spectators, who then perpetuate the very same ‘reality’
when returning to the ‘outside world’. The circular logic!! of culture-catering-
to-consumer and consumer-adapting-to-culture results in a kind of stasis and

naturalization of the contingent:

The more intensely and flawlessly [the film-maker’s] techniques duplicate
empirical objects, the easier it is today for the illusion to prevail that the
outside world is the straightforward continuation of that presented on the
screen [. . .] Real life is becoming indistinguishable from the movies [. . .]
[T]he film forces its victims to equate it directly with reality (DE, p. 126)

Adorno’s conception of film, then, is decidedly limited and surprisingly
undialectical, inasmuch as it does not allow for any filmic production that is not

merely ‘naturalistic’ (i.e. replicating the existent).'? Indeed, Adorno ascribes the

11 The origin of this circularity appears beyond recognition by Adorno’s account: “The assent to hit songs
and debased cultural goods belongs to the same complex of symptoms as do those faces of which one no
longer knows whether the film has alienated them from reality or reality has alienated them from the film,
as they wrench open a great formless mouth with shining teeth in a voracious smile, while the tired eyes
are wretched and lost above” (2001 [1938], p. 47).

12 In this regard, namely, the unquestioning duplication of the status quo, Adorno’s dismissal of film
mirrors his disdain for positivistic social science.
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diminution of consumers’ spontaneity and imagination not to any personal or
psychological failing, but to the “objective nature of the products themselves,
especially to the most characteristic of them, the sound film” (DE, p. 126). Film
is, thus, ontologically rendered non-art, irrevocably ideological, and dismissed
out of hand, with no consideration given to the particular capitalist conditions
in which films are produced. Instead of recognizing the potential within the
medium under altered conditions of production and reception, Adorno
disregards the medium in toto (Waldman, 1977, pp. 50-51). The problem, then, is
not so much that Adorno focuses so insistently on the film production process,
as that when looking at the production process he cannot envision any
divergent forms that film production could take. In a shift that somewhat
prefigures Herbert Marcuse’s work, the technology itself becomes the problem
for Adorno and the root of his rejection of film as being anything other than

support for a pervasive and egregious culture industry.!

While Adorno’s criticisms are primarily targeted at the medium of film itself,
they are also directed toward its modes of mass reception. On the bad mimesis
encouraged by the culture-industrial production of films, Adorno complains of
the ways in which the “monopoly shuts its doors on anyone who fails to learn
from the cinema how to move and speak according to the schema it has
fabricated” (2001 [1981], p. 92). More forcefully, one finds the following
damning comment in Minima Moralia, which intensifies the former criticism of

the unwitting alliance forged between film and its audience:

Immediacy, the popular community concocted by films, amounts to
mediation without residue, reducing men and everything human so
perfectly to things, that their contrast to things, indeed the spell of
reification itself, becomes imperceptible. The film has succeeded in
transforming subjects so indistinguishably into social functions, that those

13 This is a surprisingly undialectical move in his argument, given that amid previous pages Adorno points
out that standardization and cultural homogeneity is “the result not of a law of movement in technology
as such but of its function in today’s economy” (DE, p. 121).
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wholly encompassed, no longer aware of any conflict, enjoy their own
dehumanization as something human, as the joy of warmth (MM, §131, p.
206)

To these negative assessments of film and spectatorship we cannot fail to add
the now infamous and comically cantankerous complaint: “Every visit to the
cinema leaves me, against all my vigilance, stupider and worse” (MM, §5, p.
25). In Adorno’s multifarious works, “film generally does not rate as a subject of
aesthetics [. . .] but is rather considered within the field of sociology of culture
or criticism of ideology” (Hansen, 1981, p. 187). Thus, it would appear that, by
Adorno’s lights, film is inherently an-aesthetic,'® ideological, and incapable of
provoking the kind of critical insight he so frequently locates in bona fide high
modernist works (such as the dissonant music of Schonberg and the Second
Viennese School, the attenuated and fragmented theatre of Beckett, or the

disconcerting literary works of Kafka).

Despite these forceful dismissals of film as a genuinely artistic medium, in his
later years, Adorno’s thinking on the matter does undergo a notable revision,
offering a more nuanced and open understanding of the possibilities of film. In
the 1966 essay, ‘Transparencies on Film’, he even goes so far as to acknowledge
that film may yet become an authentic art form. Given what has gone before,
this is no minor parallactic change in perspective. As Hansen puts it, this “shift
in angle re-opens areas of speculation which seem stereotypically blocked in
Adorno’s earlier work” (1981, p. 187). In this late essay, Adorno recognizes and
rectifies the one-sidedness of his previous statements on the medium of film.

Instead of criticizing film production in itself — on the basis of its irrefutable

14 When writing this, it is highly likely that Adorno had the following line of Benjamin’s in mind,
particularly since Adorno and Horkheimer’s culture industry chapter was written (partly) as a response to
Benjamin's ‘Work of Art’ essay. Indeed, the two passages seem very closely attuned to one another:
“[Humankind’s] self-alienation has reached the point where it can experience its own annihilation as a
supreme aesthetic pleasure” (Benjamin, 2008 [1936], p. 242).

15 “An-aesthetic’ in the sense of being both (a) deadening of the senses, and (b) inherently not aesthetic.
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reliance upon technological apparatus and reproduction — now Adorno makes
the important distinction between emancipated and commercial film production,
respectively (TF, p. 204). Emancipated production would “no longer depend
uncritically upon technology”, while commercial production merely follows the
naturalistic paths made available by filmic technologies. Having duly made this
necessary distinction with regard to film production, Adorno ends the essay
with the familiar sounding criticisms of culture-industrial homogenization and
automatic self-reproduction of the status quo. Yet, because he has finally
acknowledged the genuine possibility, if not also expectation, of an
emancipatory aesthetics of film,' the critique of the culture industry holds more
sway, appearing as more discerning and moving beyond generalized dismissal
(for which his work has come under fire on countless occasions). No longer can
the previous ontologized (negative) conception of film, nor the unified vision of
spectators as always passive, be upheld without reference to the particular film
in question. The ideological nature of the majority of film productions in the
present should not be misconstrued as indicative of an inherent flaw in the
medium itself and foreclosing of new aesthetic possibilities in the future under

altered conditions of artistic creation.

What is more, even if Adorno had not published the ‘“Transparencies on Film’
essay and tempered his previous claims about film, this would not pose a
significant obstacle for the present project. For, as far as I can see, there are no
irrefutable or justifiable reasons for Adorno’s outright dismissal of film as an
aesthetic form. Moreover, it appears practically viable and theoretically valid to
invoke aesthetic categories and concepts from Adorno’s critical theory in the
analysis of filmic works. There is nothing to suggest the inapplicability of film

to Adornian theory, and vice versa. As such, it is all the more surprising that

16 He even refers positively to a specific avant-garde short film by Mauricio Kagel entitled Antitheése: Film
for one performer with electronic and everyday sounds (1965).
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there should be such a dearth of existing literature and interpretations in these
areas. In my view, the juxtaposition of Adornian concepts with filmic artworks
is an interesting, provocative and worthwhile venture. That having been said,
the method by which this original work should be conducted is not so clear. To

such methodological concerns we shall now turn.

1.4 Towards a Constellational Method

Having explored the general intellectual climate in relation to which the
following research will be placed, as well as the arguments for considering film
a valuable and appropriate object of study, it is necessary — before commencing
the research proper — to outline the overall methodology underpinning the
thesis as a whole. From what has been discussed so far, it should come as little
surprise that I reject any method that would rigidly impose a formal structure
or system onto Adorno’s critical theory. If one were to attempt to deploy such a
formalistic and analytical approach in reading Adorno’s texts, the results would
likely fall into one of two categories: on the one hand, complete frustration on
the part of the analyzer as the texts refuse to ‘fit in” with the chosen schema, or,
on the other hand, an indefensible brutalization of the analyzed text so that it
may be neatly schematized after all. Needless to say, both outcomes are quite
undesirable and, moreover, appear almost sacrilegious when applied to such an
unrelentingly anti-systematic thinker as Adorno. As such, it is necessary to
engage with Adornian theory in a manner which best allows its ideas to freely

develop, and illuminate the social world and its constitutive elements.

Rather than bringing external and supplementary concepts to bear on Adorno’s
work, distorting both the former and the latter in the process, it is, in my view,

more fruitful to follow the contours of the established concepts, that is, to work
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immanently with Adornian concepts in an attempt to discern their potential
truth-content and blind spots. To this end, the guiding methodological principle

of the present project derives from the notion of the constellation.

Walter Benjamin was the first to philosophically appropriate the concept of the
constellation, stripping it of all strictly astrological connotations and instead
putting it in the service of an interpretive methodology. Benjamin’s distinction
between knowledge and truth, and the techniques used in their pursuit, is an
important one for the development of the constellational method. It is also a
notable contributory factor in Adorno’s thinking of the non-identical and the
preponderance of the object [Vorrang des Objekts]. For Benjamin, the
methodologies associated with knowledge acquisition tend towards possession
and containment of an object, particularly through the practices of
categorization and conceptualization. As Benjamin writes in the ‘Epistemo-

Critical Prologue’ to his Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels:

Knowledge is possession. Its very object is determined by the fact that it
must be taken possession of — even if in a transcendental sense — in the
consciousness. The quality of possession remains (2003 [1928], p. 29)

Prior to the apprehension of an object by the knowing subject, the object is
regarded (or rather disregarded) as having little significance or existence of its
own. Through the incorporation of objects into philosophical doctrine (contra
reflection), the methodology of knowledge accumulation reduces itself to what
Benjamin calls “historical codification” (ibid., p. 27). In its incessant progression
of subjective intention the pursuit of knowledge encourages the imposition of
consciousness onto its'” object. In contrast to this pursuit of knowledge
acquisition, the methodologies working towards truth, on Benjamin’s account,

acknowledge that objects have a substantive existence prior to their

17 It is important to stress the possessive nature of this epistemological relation.
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conceptualization by subjects. The philosophical treatise or essay — unlike a
doctrine — lacks the “conclusiveness of an instruction” (ibid., p. 28), and instead
engages with the object at various levels of form (contra imposed subjective

content) and through irregular, interrupted and unintentional rhythms:

Tirelessly the process of thinking makes new beginnings, returning in a
roundabout way to its original object. This continual pausing for breath is
the mode most proper to the process of contemplation (ibid.)

The constellational method — introduced in Benjamin’s ‘Prologue” of 1928 and
developed further in his writings of the 1930s — calls for a move away from the
apprehension of objective content towards the comprehension of objective
configurations. “Ideas are to objects as constellations are to the stars” (ibid., p.
34). While a knowledge-seeking approach may serve us well in examining
single stars in isolation, such a method fails to, and indeed remains unable to,
give due attention to the relation of stars with one another, relations which give
stars form over and above mere individual content. Moreover, through a
constellational approach, intention falls away, since, in appreciating the
arrangements of ideas and objects, the latter remain as they were before the
subjective moment of comprehension (the constellation is, after all, external to
the objects themselves which are intentionless). Truth, then, in Benjamin’s
account, is distinguishable from knowledge to the extent that it arises
spontaneously from constellations of objects and not as the result of subjective

imposition upon individual objects:

Truth does not enter into relationships, particularly intentional ones. The
object of knowledge, determined as it is by the intention inherent in the
concept, is not the truth. Truth is an intentionless state of being, made up of
ideas. The proper approach to it is not therefore one of intention and
knowledge, but rather a total immersion and absorption in it. Truth is the
death of intention (ibid., pp. 35-36)
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This unimposing approach to truth-content is taken up in Adorno’s critical
theory. As Buck-Morss notes, Adorno’s “central effort was to discover the truth
of the social totality (which could never be experienced in itself) as it quite
literally appeared within the object in a particular configuration” (1977, p. 96).
Adorno, like Benjamin, follows the lead of interpreting the historical fragment
in relation to its surrounding context (both past and present). In the early
lecture of 1931, ‘The Actuality of Philosophy’, Adorno — heavily invoking
Benjamin’s Trauerspiel study — rejects philosophy that presumes an overriding
meaning or intention in material reality, a fixed if hidden essence awaiting
philosophical disclosure. Rather, Adorno avers, the “task of philosophy” is “to
interpret unintentional reality, in that, by power of constructing figures, or
images (Bilder), out of isolated elements of reality, it negates (aufhebt) questions”
(AP, p. 127). As an alternative to totalizing narratives of ceaseless progression,
overcoming, and codification, the constellational method proceeds rather by
way of arranging fragmentary concrete items and concepts so as to yield
insights into the contingent unfolding of historical processes. In contrast to the
hierarchical and dominating procedures of identitarian thinking that impose
subjective concepts onto objects, constellations involve a non-hierarchical, non-
imposing method whereby concepts are arranged together so as to encircle the
object of cognition, allowing the latter to spring forth when an appropriate
constellation allows the object’s truth-content to emerge. In this conception of
philosophy’s interpretive task, Adorno’s later thought remains remarkably
consistent with his lecture of thirty-five years previous. The constellation

figures prominently in Negative Dialectics:

The unifying moment survives [. . .] because there is no step-by-step
progression from the concepts to a more general cover concept. Instead, the
concepts enter into a constellation. The constellation illuminates the specific
side of the object, the side which to a classifying procedure is either a
matter of indifference or a burden (ND, p. 162)
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Up to this point, Adorno and Benjamin appear to be singing from the same
hymn sheet, as it were. However, there is a minor but noteworthy difference
between their respective understandings of the object’s existence. As we saw,
for Benjamin, although the object can be viewed in its constellational
arrangement with other objects, the original object nevertheless is unchanged.
The point of the constellational method in Benjamin functions primarily to
allow the subject to avoid imposing its intention on the object, so that the
latter’s integrity remains unaffected. But Adorno is critical of what he sees as
the Medusa-like gaze of Benjamin’s exposures or snapshots — ‘dialectics at a
standstill” — since these can end up re-enacting the very reification or freezing of
the object that a constellational approach is meant to foil (see Adorno, 1992

[1974], pp. 220-232).

For Adorno, the object remains ever mobile, mediated, in a state of becoming.
As such, the object is affected by its intertwinement with others and accrues
new and diverse meanings over time. Such historical meanings are not solely
reducible to the constellative movement of objects (i.e. strictly in the relation of
objects), but rather enter into or become sedimented in the individual objects
themselves. Here, then, one gets a sense of the dialectical nature of the
constellation as simultaneously internal and external to the object. Most
obviously, the constellational configuration of objects is external to any
individual object, with the former providing the unintentional context for the
latter. Yet, at the same time, this external context feeds into, co-constitutes and
(at least in part) determines the inner integrity of the fragmentary object: “By
gathering around the object of cognition, the concepts potentially determine the
object’s interior” (ND, p. 162). In the following passage, Adorno describes this

internal-external dialectic in more detail. As such, it is worth quoting in full:



33

This history is in the individual thing and outside it; it is something
encompassing in which the individual has its place. Becoming aware of the
constellation in which a thing stands is tantamount to deciphering the
constellation which, having come to be, it bears within it. The chorismos of
without and within is historically qualified in turn. The history locked in
the object can only be delivered by a knowledge mindful of the historic
positional value of the object in its relation to other objects — by the
actualization and concentration of something which is already known and
is transformed by that knowledge. Cognition of the object in its
constellation is cognition of the process stored in the object. As a
constellation, theoretical thought circles the concept it would like to unseal,
hoping that it may fly open like the lock of a well-guarded safe-deposit box:
in response, not to a single key or a single number, but to a combination of
numbers (ibid., p. 163)

Thus, the strict demarcation between inside and outside is brought down,
allowing the object to develop and maintain its mobility, instead of being
coerced into submission under the whim of subjective categorization and the
imposition of identity. Regrouping diffuse phenomena is “a continuously
renewed attempt to picture the essence of society” through unimposing — or, at
least, minimally imposing — forms of conceptualization (Buck-Morss, 1977, p.
96). In contradistinction to reifying and identitarian thought forms, the
constellational method enacts a freer non-subsumptive procedure of idea
construction. Instead of the epistemological subject subsuming an object under
a singular domineering concept, the constellational configuration seeks to allow
the object to remain in a more unimpeded state, able to transform over time,
and thereby maintain the same dynamics and flexibility required of thought
itself. As an important rejoinder to the overzealous ‘diamat’ thinker, for whom
dialectics stands simply as the procedural overcoming of contradictions into a
higher synthetic unity, the dialectics of a constellational method, by contrast,
works negatively through the juxtaposition of diverse objects and concepts
within configurations that precisely draw out rather than resolve extant

inconsistencies and contradictions.
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In his lectures on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, Adorno makes reference to the
“force field” that exists within a text like Kant’s. Through the appreciation of
the varied and frictional forces at work in the text, and not of their cursory
rejection or tidy resolution, the reader may be permitted to go “beyond the
immediate meaning on the page” (KCPR, p. 80). This immersion in the contours
and tensions of the works in question seems most apt for the current project.
The research presented herein will take the form of constellations in which
Adornian thought figures are placed in conjunction with elements of certain
filmic artworks,' so that illuminating interpretations and new perspectives
might be cultivated amid our contemporary context. Just as the stars fall into
new relations by virtue of their astrological reading, so my juxtapositions of
Adornian theory and film will bring new meanings and figurations to both
phenomena via their newly inaugurated proximity. Aspects of Adorno’s
thought can be elucidated and enacted through the aesthetics of Tarkovsky’s
and Haneke’s films, respectively, while filmic artworks can offer insightful and
helpful aids to our understanding of Adornian theory. As such, I hope to show
how such readings can reignite the critical sparks of Adorno’s philosophy for
and in our own time, taking up the pregnancy of his bottled messages from an
(as yet) unredeemed past for the purposes of breaking open our lamentably
foreclosed future. Having presented the general theoretical background and
methodological considerations of the thesis, we may now proceed to the more

substantive tasks at hand.

18 The constellational method, as I have hitherto construed it, is not only appropriate for interpreting
elements of Adornian theory. It is also apposite for the analysis of film. This is so because filmic artworks
can be seen to embody a constellational methodology in their own modes of aesthetic production (and
consumption). The construction of the image, precisely undertaken so as to allow every object to enter into
association with others within the frame, closely resembles the notion of constellation as discussed in
reference to Benjamin and Adorno. Indeed, Adorno says as much: “[Filmic montage] does not interfere
with things but rather arranges them in a constellation akin to that of writing” (TF, p. 203).



CHAPTER 11

MIMESIS RECONSIDERED: ADORNO AND
TARKOVSKY CONTRA HABERMAS

INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, I will examine an important if ambiguous concept that I believe
can provide an interesting and provocative response to the apparent
predominance of instrumental relations. The complex concept under discussion
here is mimesis. The focus will be on mediating between the theoretical work of
Adorno and the filmic work of Tarkovsky, but in addition there will be need to
refer to, in certain parts of the argument, some of the influential work of Jiirgen
Habermas. The latter’s instituting of a significant paradigm shift in critical
theory — by his own account, moving from the ‘philosophy of consciousness’ to
‘linguistic philosophy” — has along the way almost entirely eradicated any traces
of mimesis as a critical or fertile concept. My argument will be that mimetic
behaviour (or ‘comportment” [Verhalten], as is the most frequent translation)
provides a timely and important alternative to the leading conceptions of
rationality, namely, instrumental and communicative. To this end, I will examine
Adorno’s multifarious deployment of the concept, before developing an
analysis of some of Tarkovsky’s work, which, in my view, employs what could

be justly construed as a “‘mimetic method’.

The chapter will take the following structure. It begins with an exploration of
the early uses of mimesis in Adorno’s thinking (section 1), before moving on to

consider the paradigm shift represented by Habermas” theory of
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communicative action (section 2). Also in the second section, I chart the further
development of Adorno’s use of mimesis and contrast this to the unduly
dismissive Habermasian reading with a view to rescuing mimesis from critical-
theoretical oblivion. The final part of the chapter then looks to Tarkovsky’s
films as an aesthetic complement to and enactment of an Adornian

understanding of mimesis.
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1. MIMESIS AND CIVILIZATION: ADORNO’S INHERITANCE

In the ‘Dedication” which marks the beginning of Minima Moralia, Adorno
makes reference to the ancients and what was once regarded as the “true field
of philosophy”, but which has since fallen into neglect with the reduction of
philosophy to mere method. The true field in question is that of the “teaching of
the good life” (MM, p. 15). One could make the claim that this ancient concern
with the teaching of the good life represents a theoretical thread that is deftly
woven throughout the entire collection of aphorisms that follow on from the
prefatory dedication. Such remembrance of and respect for pre-existing
philosophical concepts is not only evident within Adorno’s “reflections from
damaged life”. Indeed, the importance of engaging with extant philosophical

themes is referred to explicitly in Negative Dialectics. There Adorno writes:

Knowledge as such [. . .] takes part in tradition as unconscious
remembrance [. . .] Philosophy rests on the texts it criticizes. They are
brought to it by the tradition they embody, and it is in dealing with them
that the conduct of philosophy becomes commensurable with tradition
(ND, pp. 54-55)

Just as the traditional teaching of the good life can be seen as a driving force
throughout Adorno’s ethics and social critique, so too may the ancient category
of mimesis be viewed as another key concept recurring through his critical

project.”

19 In his seminal work on late Marxism, Fredric Jameson argues that mimesis is an omnipresent concept
within Adorno’s work, but one that is never really explained or defined. On Jameson’s reading, in later
works such as Aesthetic Theory, Adorno merely refers back to previous uses of the concept, as if they were
already established. I want to show that the complex and diverse forms mimesis takes in Adorno’s
posthumous tome were developed from earlier conceptions expressed over twenty years before in Dialectic
of Enlightenment. Mimesis has a profound connection with the critique of instrumental reason and identity-
thinking, and its development and conceptual ambiguity form an important part of its critical potential.
Taking into account these earlier comments on mimesis will be of importance in showing how the
divergent contexts within which mimesis appears indicate its connection with an alternative kind of
rationality and forms of thinking that are non- (or at least less) instrumental.
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The historical development of mimesis is something that cannot be adequately
dealt with in such a limited space.?” However, some awareness of its diversity
and alteration over time will become evident as we chart Adorno’s varying use
of mimesis. As we will see, for Adorno, the refuge of mimetic comportment is
not so much to be found in language, as it was for Walter Benjamin, but rather
in art. Yet, of course, artworks are not completely outside of or other to
language, since they are sites for a kind of non-conceptual expression,
enigmatic through and through, yet not devoid of meaning or fundamental
capacities of communicability. These general points are meant to serve merely
as prefatory remarks to be borne in mind as the chapter progresses. We will
have recourse to them throughout the subsequent arguments and analyses.
With that having been said, let us proceed, then, with an examination of

Adorno’s mapping of mimesis, beginning with its archaic form.

1.1 Archaic Mimesis

As a longstanding part of human being, mimesis is a topic ripe for precisely the
kind of macro-historical and social-anthropological analysis undertaken in
Dialectic of Enlightenment. In their demanding and idiosyncratic text, Adorno
and Horkheimer invoke the notion of mimesis in a variety of contexts, and
critically dissect its relation to the processes of civilization and enlightenment.
Their interest is in not only the archaic or pre-civilized forms of mimetic
behaviour, but also the relation of these earlier forms to their contemporary
manifestations. The authors argue that in its archaic form mimesis can be seen
as a form of adaptation to the natural world in order to escape the threats posed
by brute nature. This kind of mimetic behaviour is much like mimicry in plants

and non-human animals. Indeed, in the early phases of the civilizing process,

20 A good account of some of the key developments and uses of the concept can be found in Gebrauer and
Wulf (1995).
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one could say that mimesis of this kind is prior to the development of rational
consciousness and subjectivity. Archaic mimesis entails a concession to the
superiority of nature by way of replicating its ossification, its bare existence, its
deadness. In its encounters with the harsh realities and unpredictable
movements of nature the developing self has to imitate nature’s rigidity in

order to survive.

When men try to become like nature they harden themselves against it.
Protection as fear is a form of mimicry. The reflexes of stiffening and
numbness in humans are archaic schemata of the urge to survive: by
adaptation to death, life pays the toll of its continued existence (DE, p. 180)

Just as the chameleon adapts to its local environment to avoid easy detection by
predators, so the early human being mimics its natural surroundings, sinking
itself back into inanimate nature, enacting a form of instinctive regression that
Freud claims to be inherent in every organic being (1961, p. 30).2! These socio-
anthropological interpretations neatly draw attention to the pre-rational status
of archaic mimesis, while at the same time suggesting the emerging
development of selfhood. It is clearly inadequate to merely replicate inanimate
nature in the hope of avoiding the terror and threats posed by the natural world
— much like if one were to ‘play dead” when confronted with an incoming
tornado. In this sense, mere mimicry of dead nature is irrational, or, rather, pre-
rational. Yet, inasmuch as the archaic form of mimetic behaviour is, in some
degree, intended, it already points toward the instigation of selfhood via the
gradual differentiation between subject and nature. Archaic mimesis thereby
contains an embryonic element of rationality within it. Adorno and Horkheimer
argue that this kernel of rationality in archaic mimesis undergoes major
development within what they term the magical phase of mimesis, to which we

shall now turn.

21 This, of course, pertains to the ‘death drive’, which for Freud represents the irrepressible yet not total
desire for calm, stability, and as such a return to an inorganic state (i.e. death). See Freud (1961).
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1.2 Magical Mimesis and Beyond

In its magical form, magicians and shamans would interact with nature in ways
that signalled a distinctive shift from the one-way subordination of human
being to nature characteristic of the earliest (archaic) forms of mimesis. In the
magical phase, mimesis undergoes ‘organized control’ whereby repeated
rituals, sacrificial practices, and so forth, are rationally instigated and enacted
with the idea of adapting and bending (if not entirely controlling) nature
toward the particular interests of humanity. Thus, we witness a social and
organizational shift from brute nature dominating the human in the archaic
phase, to human beings (attempting to) manipulate and tame nature in the

magical phase and beyond.

The development of magical mimetic activity is concurrent with that of self-
empowerment. As a result of this shift, a steady yet definite movement towards
a rational, instrumental control of nature is set in motion. As rationality accrues
greater value for human beings in attempts to secure their own survival, and
through increasingly effective domination of mere nature, mimetic impulses
come to be seen as regressive, irrational, even animalistic, that is to say, pre-
human. Mimesis in the post-magical, industrial phase thereby becomes

prohibited, repressed, tabooed.

Civilization has replaced the organic adaptation to others and mimetic
behaviour proper, by organized control of mimesis, in the magical phase;
and, finally, by rational practice, by work, in the historical phase.
Uncontrolled mimesis is outlawed [. . .] In the bourgeois mode of
production, the indelible mimetic heritage of all practical experience is
consigned to oblivion (DE, pp. 180-181)

In order to feel secure in its existence and to offset its inherent physical

weakness, humanity in its industrializing and post-magical stage of
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development employs its cunning and rationality to control nature with ever-
increasing intensity and precision. With such rational development within the
progress of civilization, mimetic behaviour is seen as either pre-rational or
irrational, and in any event wholly irrelevant to modern social life, the latter
representing an unequivocally forward step upon the path of progress and
civilization. Yet, Adorno and Horkheimer argue — with more than a nod of
recognition in the direction of Nietzsche and Freud — that the price to be paid
for such self-constitution and empowerment is disproportionately high. For
them, the mimetic faculty should not be discarded as simply an outmoded pre-
historical relic. Rather, mimesis is inextricably and dialectically bound up with
rationality. As much as the self is never fully rational and transcendent of its
mimetic origins, so it is not reducible to its vital, pre-rational, natural core. In
trying to eradicate or repress mimesis altogether, the rational subject (ironically)
regresses to the archaic form of mimetic practice whereby the self becomes
ossified, rigidified, inanimate. In other words, the much vaunted autonomous

subject becomes but a mere object. In order to survive, the self imitates death.

Only consciously contrived adaptation to nature brings nature under the
control of the physically weaker. The ratio which supplants mimesis is not
simply its counterpart. It is itself mimesis: mimesis unto death. The
subjective spirit which cancels the animation of nature can master a
despiritualized nature only by imitating its rigidity and despiritualizing
itself in turn (DE, p. 57)

Here we have, then, the Odyssean model of self-renunciation writ large. The
cunning of reason and contrivance, in serving to secure the subject’s existence
when confronted with unbearable risk, doubles back on the self, debasing that
which it desperately tries to rescue.? The toll for our unprecedented levels of
security, brought about through increasing rationalization, is paid for with the

surrender of all hopes of happiness drawn from mimetic relations with one’s

22 The critique of self-renunciation and instrumental reason is explored in greater depth in the chapter on
humanity and nature (see Chapter IV).
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world. Inasmuch as mimesis can provide an alternative conception of subject-
object interaction, as well as a nagging recognition of extant unhappiness and
discontent [Unbehagen], it is an indispensible concept for critical theory — not

least of all that of Theodor Adormo.

In his later works, Adorno’s deployment of mimesis becomes more complex
and diverse, taking on a variety of (related) forms in a manner not dissimilar to
that of the non-identical. Mimesis becomes another, what we might call,
dialectical concept, that is to say, a sort of anti-concept. If ideology lies in “the
implicit identity of concept and thing” (ND, p. 40), then one must try to resist
the urge to impose upon an object a single, self-identical, conceptual straitjacket.
Already we have seen how the notion of mimesis has developed from an
archaic form, through its magical phase to the rational-industrial phase, and it
should come as no surprise that the content of Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory serves
to shatter any univocal definition one might offer for understanding mimesis.
Indeed, the sheer diversity of contexts in which the term mimesis appears
within the book has provided more than enough reasons to reconsider the
possibility of even writing this chapter! Nevertheless, despite the occasional
dizzy spells that may accompany readings of Adorno, I believe mimesis to be a
concept of such significance — for not only understanding Adornian critical
theory but also approaching and interpreting artworks — that one needs must
embrace its conceptual ambiguity in the fight against conceptual reification and
practical instrumentalization. Before examining the potential within Adorno’s
later use(s) of mimesis, however, it will be worthwhile to first reflect upon the
likely reasons for its notable absence from the predominant critical-theoretical

discourse of ‘communicative rationality’.
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2. THE COMMUNICATIVE PARADIGM AND THE BANISHMENT OF MIMESIS

As mentioned in my introduction to the thesis, the work of Jiirgen Habermas
more than most has exerted a profound influence on the trajectory of the
development of critical theory in general, and the reception and interpretation
of Adorno’s work in particular. Despite giving the impression that the aims and
concerns of first-generation critical theorists still motivate his own work,
Habermas’ significant move away from earlier incarnations of critical theory
brings with it some major changes and compromises in the radical perspectives
and possibilities within the rich intellectual legacy of the Frankfurt School.
Habermas holds to what he sees as the still nascent rational potential in
modernity and enlightenment, and as a result steers theory more towards
pragmatism than radicalism.? In this section, I will briefly review the
Habermasian paradigm shift — or ‘linguistic turn” — and its concomitant
rejection of mimesis as a meaningful concept for critical theorizing. Following
on from this, I will reconsider the Adornian usage of the category of mimesis

and try to defend its relevance against the likes of Habermas and his devotees.

2.1 Mimesis Rejected

In what amounts to essentially a wholesale dismissal of mimesis, Habermas has
produced a range of influential criticisms of Adornian critical theory, calling for
and, subsequently, successfully instituting a fundamental paradigm shift from
the “philosophy of consciousness” — philosophy centred round transcendental
subjects representing and tarrying with objects — to “linguistic philosophy” —
philosophy focused on developing intersubjective communication aiming at

mutual understanding and consensus (1984, p. 390). In the first volume of his

2 In a somewhat peculiar and paradoxical turn of phrase, Joel Whitebook classifies Habermas’ project as
one of “radical reformism” (2004, p. 89).
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seminal Theory of Communicative Action, and indeed elsewhere, Habermas gives
short shrift to the notion of mimesis, arguing it to be an utterly unhelpful
category for critical theory since it can be understood as nothing more than an
unspecifiable pre-rational, pre-cognitive “impulse”, the “sheer opposite of
reason” (ibid.). These comments draw upon and supplement his deep unease

with Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment .

As he makes unequivocally clear through the fifth lecture in The Philosophical
Discourse of Modernity, Habermas believes that his philosophical predecessors,
in what he refers to as their “blackest book” (1987, p. 106), lapse into
Nietzschean irrationality and “performative contradiction” (ibid, p. 119).
Habermas makes this claim on the basis that without retaining some valid
element of reason that can provide a normative grounding for their critique, the
authors cannot even begin to justify their own position, thereby irrevocably
undermining the force and validity of the critique of enlightenment and reason.
As a result of this self-refutation and reductive understanding of reason,
Adorno and Horkheimer can only follow the inappropriate paths taken by the
likes of de Sade and Nietzsche in merely affirming pre-rational or irrational
moments as alternatives to an ever-increasing infiltration of instrumental
rationality into all forms of modern cultural and social life. The mimetic faculty
is viewed by Habermas as just such a pre-rational/irrational moment, inasmuch
as it is mere impulse, the other of reason, an entirely ineffable intuition

incapable of signifying or communicating any substantive content:

The critique of instrumental reason, which remains bound to the conditions
of the philosophy of the subject, denounces as a defect something that it
cannot explain in its defectiveness because it lacks a conceptual framework

2 A similarly dismissive perspective is evident in a somewhat throwaway comment by Esther Leslie,
whereby amid an expert elucidation of Benjamin’s ‘work of art” essay, she pauses to complain of Adorno’s
“pessimistic sense of the mimetic capacity as the compulsion exerted on culture consumers to conform to
the culture industry’s images of themselves” (2000, p. 154). Hopefully, the present chapter will go some
way towards displaying the complexity with which Adorno treats the concept of mimesis.
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sufficiently flexible to capture the integrity of what is destroyed through
instrumental reason. To be sure, Horkheimer and Adorno have a name for
it: mimesis (1984, pp. 389-390)

On Habermas’ reading, then, Adorno and Horkheimer regress to a kind of pre-
cognitive mysticism, whereby mimesis stands as a placeholder for something
about which they can speak “only as they would about a piece of
uncomprehended nature” (ibid., p. 383). Furthermore, in a simplification that
has been replicated by other commentators,”® Habermas renders Adorno’s
account of mimesis tantamount to imitation. Indeed, the former even uses the
two terms interchangeably. Thus, we read of how “Imitation designates a
relation between persons in which the one accommodates to the other,
identifies with the other, empathizes with the other” (ibid., p. 390). While
imitation may be indicative of some aspects of mimesis — one can think back to
its archaic form and the mimicry of nature in this respect — it is not particularly
helpful to reduce mimetic behaviour to mere imitation. In doing so, Habermas
fails to give sufficient attention to the variable contexts, uses and meanings to
which Adorno puts mimesis, and instead merely serves to bolster his own
project of communicative action by subordinating or forthrightly dismissing
that which cannot neatly come under the desired new theoretical paradigm. In
the following section, I will address Habermas’ criticisms and attempt to defend

and further explicate Adorno’s use of mimesis.

2.2 Mimesis Reconsidered

One of the prominent criticisms of Adorno proposed by Habermas relates to the

ways in which the former is apparently still trapped within an obsolete

philosophical tradition in the form of the philosophy of consciousness. Habermas

% As Zuidervaart notes (1991, p. 332), Martin Liidke has criticized a number of German commentators for
inadequately differentiating between mimesis and imitation (see Liidke, 1981).
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argues that, for all his considerable theoretical efforts and deft dialectical
contortionism, Adorno ultimately fails to move beyond the subject-centric
epistemological underpinnings of the philosophy of consciousness, which since
Descartes has concerned itself (almost exclusively) with relations between a
knowing subject, on one side, and a known object, on the other. The subject-object
dichotomy, according to Habermas, is unintentionally reinforced in Adorno’s
critical theory through the latter’s flitting back and forth between an
instrumental or identitarian form of thinking, on the one hand, and an
enigmatic, irreducible, non-conceptual mimetic impulse, on the other. This
position is then said to prevent the negative dialectician from uncovering the
intersubjective potential within his own theory and instead merely flogs a
philosophical ‘dead horse’, so to speak.? Yet, one should examine Habermas’
claims closely here, for it is not clear that Adorno can justly be lumped together
with philosophers of consciousness. It is true that in opening up at random a
text by Adorno there is a high probability of encountering innumerable
references to ‘subject” and ‘object’. This is hardly surprising given that his
terminology is steeped in the heritage of German idealism. However, his
understanding of and persistent engagement with the subject-object dialectic is
not necessarily indicative of a defence or reinstatement of the philosophy of the
subject. Quite the contrary in fact, inasmuch as Adorno is unrelenting in his
attacks on phenomenological theories such as Husserl’'s and existentialism,
broadly construed, for their attempts to seek originary epistemological
foundations in the subject. In this regard, both Habermas and Adorno before
him exhibit a concern with undermining the philosophy of consciousness for its
positing of an isolated, transcendental, sovereign and meaning-giving subject.
Of course, the conclusions to be drawn from their respective critiques are

massively divergent, but it is important to acknowledge the largely shared

26 Albrecht Wellmer follows Habermas’ critical precedent, arguing that Adorno’s attempt at a “critical
redemption of metaphysics” remains “bound up in the problematic premises of the modern philosophy of
subjectivity” (1997, p. 127).
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bases of their critical projects. In need of greater clarity in Habermas’ reading,
then, are the following two areas of Adorno’s thought: (1) the subject-object
dialectic; and (2) the relation between mimesis, rationality and aesthetics. These

two areas are inextricably linked and feed into one another in a variety of ways.

On the subject-object dialectic, rather than asserting the cognitive and
conceptual powers of a transcendental subject, pace Habermas, Adorno in fact is
wont to draw attention to the “preponderance of the object” [Vorrang des
Objekts] (ND, p. 183). This priority of the object stands out as marking the
critical materialism of Adorno’s thinking. Conversely, in Habermas’
communicative project the object practically dissolves into thin air, with the
emphasis being solely on interaction between subjects (intersubjectivity). The
communicative turn could be said to have catalyzed a distinct move away from
subject-object relations to subject-subject relations. As a result of this shift, for
Habermas, there is no longer any need to invoke a mysterious reconciliatory
interrelation with some ‘other’ that is beyond the reaches of domination or
reification, for in communicative acts we are always already interacting with
another subject, that is, a subject with a voice, communicative capabilities, and
so forth, who is neither unknowable nor ineffable. Through communicative
actions we strive toward being understood and a rational consensus. The
relative lack of tension within Habermas’ understanding of communicative
practice is indicative of a more general overemphasis on identical meaning and
mutual understanding in linguistic usage, which in forming the basis of a
theory of communicative action largely ignores the discrepancies and
alternatives of various communicative forms, some of which may have

significant ethical import.

27 In Chapter IV, I discuss the argument that Adorno is of the opinion that objects too can contain or at
least provoke ethical demands at times when an object’s spontaneous development is suppressed or
maltreated by domineering subjects with their identitarian rationality.
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For Adorno, it seems clear that trying to put to rest the longstanding
philosophical struggle and debate over the complex relations between subject
and object by unquestioningly positing the subject as superior — as is the case
not only for idealists but also for Habermas — is problematic and undesirable.
Adorno’s point is not that the subjective element in thinking be expelled (if
indeed such a thing were even possible). Rather, he is cognizant of the
restrictions imposed upon thought when subjectivity is hypostatized. The
preponderance of the object is the materialist foundation of Adorno’s critical
theory, but it also points the way toward a greater reflexivity in subjective
consciousness, which is to say that in order to fully realize itself the subject
must reconnect with and give itself over to the object. In so doing, the subject
does not fall into the traps associated with hypostatizing itself qua subject, while
the object remains freer from domination within such a relation. Adorno’s
paradoxical yet provocative perspective on this new form of subject-object

dialectic is made most explicit through his work on mimesis and aesthetics.

The vestiges of mimetic possibility, or rather the possibility of mimetic relations
between subject and object, are, on Adorno’s account, to be found in aesthetics.
As he writes, the “survival of mimesis, the nonconceptual affinity of the
subjectively produced with its unposited other, defines art as a form of
knowledge and to that extent as ‘rational”” (AT, p. 70). Thus, in contrast to the
Habermasian rejection of mimesis as pre-rational or irrational and thereby of no
use to knowledge, interests, communication and consensus, Adorno believes
genuine artworks to contain elements of rationality within them and therefore
the potential for world-disclosing or even world-changing experiences and
knowledge. As Shierry Weber Nicholsen has argued, in the realm of aesthetics
Adorno considers mimesis to be both “the activity of assimilating the self to the
other” and “the affinity of the creation, the work of art, with objectivity” (1997,

p. 62). This is how the play of interactions between subject and object are
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internalized and then contained within the art object, without either one being
hypostatized or elevated to a level of epistemological or ontological purity. In
the act of creating a work of art, of course, the subject (or group of subjects)
involved cannot but manipulate, dominate, and identify, to a certain extent, the
objective material at their disposal. Adorno openly acknowledges as much
when he writes of how, to the extent that all partial elements immanent to the
work are subordinated to the unity of the whole, construction is “the extension
of subjective domination” (AT, p. 74). Yet, he swiftly adds: “Construction tears
the elements of reality out of their primary context and transforms them to the
point where they are once again capable of forming a unity” (ibid.). The almost
infinite number of ways in which such material can be arranged, and
subsequently experienced again by individuals, is seen in our postmodern
context as lending art its openness and enigmatic, puzzling or even “playful’
character. But, for Adorno, the artwork is not mere ‘play’, pastiche or

haphazard whimsy. Rather, genuine works of art are both mimetic and rational:

Rationality in the artwork is the unity-founding, organizing element, not
unrelated to the rationality that governs externally, but it [rationality in the
artwork] does not reflect its [externally governing rationality’s]
categorizing order (AT, p. 70)

While the element of subjective domination extends into the creation of the
work of art, the objective result (the artwork itself) becomes an autonomous and
unified object in its own right, with an “enigmaticalness”? that stands opposed
to the categorizing tendencies of the social world in general and instrumental
reason in particular. In its objective state, the work of art cannot but remain
incomplete yet inexhaustible just as the non-identical cannot be represented
directly (given that were it to be identified or conceptualized as such it would
cease to be non-identical). For these reasons, Adorno takes interest not only in

the objective artwork but also in the subjective activity relating to it, that is, both

28 Hullot-Kentor’s translation of “Ritselcharakter’.
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in aesthetic production and reception.? Through its internalization of mimetic
behaviour, as well as what Adorno terms its “immanent lawfulness” (AT, p.
72),% art stands as a conveyor of insight, reflection, communication and truth
amid a social world whose prevalent forms of objective rationalization and
reification perpetually reduce the subjective horizons of experience, knowledge
and imagination. As a form of social critique that is both rational yet not
reducible to a single repeatable ‘message” or eternal meaning, genuine aesthetic
objects engage with a dialectic of reason and mimesis — intertwined from the
very start — and as such act as more than a mere “substitute for the traditional
subject-object relationship” (Jameson, 1990, p. 256), instead subverting the
whole basis upon which the epistemological demarcation between subject and

object is founded.

Where Habermas sees weakness in mimetic-aesthetic activity vis-a-vis its lack of
explicit validity claims — in other words, the very fact that art does not seem to
be ‘saying’ or positing something tangible, rational, immediately
communicable, and so forth — Adorno finds in this very openness, opacity and
communicative irreducibility, the fundamental basis of art’s truth-content
[Wahrheitsgehalt]. This is not to say that art has no capacity of communicability,
or that it lapses into sheer irrationality. Rather, art is “rationality that criticizes
rationality without withdrawing from it; art is not something prerational or
irrational” (AT, p. 71). The mimetic language of art is merely of a different kind
to that of philosophy. Yet, while the two forms are distinct in many ways — for
example, art’s lack of conceptuality contrasted with philosophy’s conceptual
language — they are neither wholly separate nor incompatible. Indeed, art and

philosophy dialectically interweave and consistently call forth one another.

2 ] have opted for the term ‘reception’ in this instance over the more obvious counterpart ‘consumption’
on account of the latter’s pejorative connotations — such as intellectual passivity and physiological
ingestion.

% Interestingly, Tarkovsky expresses this sentiment in almost identical terms, when he writes of how art
“necessarily obeys its own immanent laws of development” (1989, p. 170).
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Such issues are of importance for our purposes here, for they already hint at the
deficiencies inherent in any approach that presupposes a clean break between
thought and non-identity. I will explore these elements of aesthetic-mimetic and
philosophical-conceptual language in the following analyses of some of
Tarkovsky’s films. The analyses will draw upon Adorno’s theory of mimesis as
examined hitherto, and along the way hopefully provide an illuminating

critique of the predominant Habermasian communicative paradigm.
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3. TARKOVSKY’S MIMETIC METHOD

Despite receiving some notable (if haphazard) critical acclaim over many years,
not to mention the apparent influence his works have had on the medium of
film in general, Andrei Tarkovsky has seldom been the focal point of research to
date. As Robert Bird notes, Tarkovsky remains an “elusive subject for reflection
and analysis, and his name is surprisingly rare in discourse on film, whether
popular or academic” (2000, p. 10). As someone who has viewed his work with
an ever increasing sense of intrigue, I find this relative under-appreciation
rather surprising. Hopefully an exploration of some of his films — particularly
when undertaken in relation to a critical (aesthetic) theorist of such scholarly
standing as Theodor Adorno — will help to bring greater attention to the many
levels, nuances, techniques and ideas that, I believe, feed into and can be drawn
out of Tarkovsky’s enigmatic work. Between the years of 1962 and 1986, the
headstrong yet patient director produced seven feature films, which, when
considered in both chronological and constellational relations, appear to
indefatigably seep into one another in interesting ways. The films share or at
the least invoke some particular and notable images, reflections, motifs and
ideas — some of which are direct relations perceptible on an initial viewing,*
while other less obvious themes may be teased out or intuited on further
viewing and reflection. The gradual and growing sense of familiarity that
occurs over time through watching (and re-watching) Tarkovsky’s films is
characteristic of what Vida Johnson and Graham Petrie refer to as “a visual
fugue” (1994). Such recurrent motifs may even allow one to invoke the
adjectival neologism ‘Tarkovskian” with more than a little justification. What I
wish to argue here is that one of the most significant characteristics of

Tarkovsky’s oeuvre is to be found in his distinctive and highly sophisticated

31 Some of the more obvious visual and aural recurrences include the natural elements (particularly the
earth and water), animals (especially horses and German Shepherds), milk, mirrors, and birds.
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aesthetic form and method of film-making, what I will subsequently refer to as

his mimetic method.

In a similar vein to other well-established auteurs — such as Sergei Eisenstein,
Robert Bresson, Ingmar Bergman, Akira Kurosawa, Federico Fellini,
Michelangelo Antonioni, Jean-Luc Godard, to give but a few immediate
examples — Tarkovsky’s works (both consciously and unconsciously) chart the
development of a uniquely personal and inimitable style, one that can provoke
an extremely varied response from viewers. From excitement and engagement
to bafflement, anger and rejection, Tarkovsky’s films can hardly be said to leave
anyone wallowing in a bog of indifference. His films — often long in duration,
minimal in dialogue, fractured or non-linear in narrative, rigorously
independent in pace and momentum — certainly do not fall into the prevalent
culture-industrial categories associated with “entertainment’. But, while there is
much to be said for the active reception that Tarkovsky’s work encourages, or
more strongly demands,® my interest initially will be more on the mimetic
elements that I believe can be seen in the aesthetic object itself, that is to say, the
film or scene under consideration. Tarkovsky’s particular style, method and
form appear to have much in common with the Adornian notions hitherto
discussed — especially, though not exclusively, the preponderance of the object
and the theory of mimesis, as well as the relation between the ‘languages” of
philosophy and aesthetics, respectively. As with subsequent chapters, my
readings are not intended to be merely ‘one-way’ (for example, applying
Adornian theory to film). Rather, they should be read as dialectical, inasmuch as
not only will certain of Adorno’s ideas offer provocative and innovative tools
with which to view and interpret some of Tarkovsky’s filmic work, but the
latter’s films also provide provocative and fertile grounds for better

understanding and reinvigorating the former’s often complex critical social

32 [ will examine the issues around reception and mimesis in section 3.4.
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theory (a timely task given the prevalence and perseverance of Adorno’s

detractors).

Since technological innovations first produced the ability to portray moving
images on screen, the medium of film and its primary tool, the camera, have
been frequently celebrated as constituting the mimetic art form par excellence.
The camera is widely revered as being capable, like nothing else, of entirely and
authentically capturing and reproducing reality, of recording and mimicking
the material world “as it is’. Early film theorists, such as the Soviet film-maker
Dziga Vertov (1896-1954), even went so far as to argue that the camera is vastly
superior to the primitive human eye, inasmuch as the technological ‘eye’ is
infinitely more perfectible than its natural predecessor.* The mimetic capacities
seen to be inherent in film also extend beyond the seamless replication of reality
(as in the “social realist’ tradition, for instance). Indeed, they permeate more
recent theoretical developments, too, particularly in psychoanalytic film theory,
which still maintains a reasonably dominant position within contemporary film
discourse.* Following Christian Metz’s influential work, the camera is said to
stand in as the human ‘gaze