Adornian Hope and Murdochian Despair
Abstract: Adorno is not often thought of as a ‘hopeful’ thinker. This is understandable: after all, for Adorno, we are not only unfortunate enough to inhabit ‘the bad life’ – we are also, by inhabiting it, supposed to be denied any knowledge of the good. And yet, there is a curious optimism to Adorno’s pessimism. In this paper, I show why this apparent paradox in fact makes total sense – via a comparison between Adorno and another of the 20th century’s great heterodox moral philosophers, Iris Murdoch. Murdoch’s picture is similar to Adorno in a number of interesting ways – but ultimately, I argue, her Platonic insistence of the reality of the ‘highest Good’ leaves her open to the threat of a sort of vertiginous moral scepticism and despair: a threat exacerbated by the ways in which our world is ‘bad’ at present. Adorno’s thought, however, is purged of any hints of the Platonistic optimism we might associate with Murdoch. His emphasis on the ethical significance of bodily suffering is the seed of a more hopeful pessimism.
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Adorno famously claimed that “Es gibt kein richtiges Leben im falschen” – “There is no right life in the wrong one” (Adorno 2005: 39, translation amended). For Adorno, our life was ‘the wrong life’ – in part because of how our lives have become intertwined, in modernity, with relations of industrial and capitalist production, which do not give us the scope to pursue “the good life” autonomously (Adorno 2005: 15); in part because of how the dialectic of modern rationality has culminated in the death camps of Auschwitz (Adorno 1973: 365). The upshot of this is that, for Adorno, we can often seem to be permitted neither to directly endorse anything as good,
 nor to engage in any efforts to transform society in line with some perceived image of the better.
 We not only have no idea what would be really ‘good’; we would also not – were we to somehow realise said ‘good’ – be able to tolerate it (“Probably every citizen of the wrong world would find the right one unbearable; they would be too damaged for it” (Adorno 1973: 352, translation amended)).
But the strange thing about Adorno is that, as Fabian Freyenhagen points out in opening his landmark study Adorno’s Practical Philosophy: Living Less Wrongly, he was very much a thinker for whom “deep pessimism about the contemporary social world is coupled with a strong optimism about human potential” (Freyenhagen 2013: 1). If Adorno so starkly condemns reality as it presently exists, then this is only because it falls so far short of what Peter Gordon, in his own recent book on Adorno’s ethics, describes as Adorno’s ideal of human flourishing in an “emphatic” sense (Gordon 2023: chapter 2): the really human life, that we might (somehow, who knows) be able to discern in the various distorted manifestations of what we call humanity at present.
The perennial problem in Adorno scholarship is the search for ‘sources of normativity’ in his thought: ethical principles, that might stand somehow without, or despite, the badness and distortion of reality as it presently exists; that might in some way justify the position from which he condemns it in toto.
 This reflects, I think, a more general common-sense moral intuition: that in order to escape the bad, we would need to be able to point to something concretely good we might cling on to; something undamaged by damaged life. While other commentators (e.g. Gordon) attempt to answer the Habermasian challenge directly, Freyenhagen does it by challenging this specific thought. For Freyenhagen, Adorno is a ‘meta-ethical negativist’: someone whose work shows us that normative ethics, after a fashion, can still get going – even if we are only afforded knowledge of the bad (Freyenhagen 2013: 3-5).

The point of this paper is to think a certain aspect of this negativist possibility through. In fact, what I want to argue here goes rather further than anything Freyenhagen says in relation to Adorno. The claim I wish to defend here is that in fact, the very belief that one has knowledge of the good can be a source of despair – and so focusing on existing badness can in fact be liberating; can be a source of genuine hope. This might, prima facie, sound perverse. But certainly, a related thought has been defended in a recent paper by Quan Nguyen, who argues based on his experience of the climate movement that, in the face of the many repeated setbacks the movement has experienced in recent years, optimism that one’s activism might achieve the good activists wish to realise is only going to lead to “despair, burnout, and withdrawal” (Nguyen forthcoming: 4). Nguyen instead preaches the virtues of pessimism, which might allow activists to “give due space to the frustrations, set-backs, failures in their struggle and the mental health challenges that come with it” (ibid.). Or to put this point another way: we should stop clinging to the possibility that what we believe to be good might actually be brought about, because to do so while constantly being denied this good can make us sick. We ought instead to have a different, less anxious, more suspended orientation towards the good – although of course, as Nguyen points out, this must (at least for activists) involve a measure of absurdity, since the trick would be to strive for something while not, strictly speaking, believing in it (Nguyen forthcoming: 25ff).

In this paper, I elaborate this line of thinking via a critical comparison between Adorno and another of the 20th century’s great heterodox moral philosophers: Iris Murdoch. This strategy might also, at first glance, seem strange. Murdoch, after all, was someone working – albeit with a rather more expansive, literary, perhaps even ‘continental-adjacent’ style – within an Oxford tradition Adorno was always set against even while, during the first phase of his exile in the mid-1930s, he studied there under Gilbert Ryle.
 There have not, as far as I know, been any papers comparing Adorno and Murdoch published to date. This is despite a recent glut of papers comparing Murdoch with other ‘continental’ thinkers
, as well as work reading Adorno through the ‘neo-Aristotelian’ tradition developed by Murdoch’s ‘Oxford Quartet’ colleagues Anscombe and Foot.
 It is also despite the fact that Adorno seems to have been someone Murdoch herself sensed a certain affinity with – for instance as a fellow critic of Heidegger.
 There are other important similarities, that I will note below. But most significantly for my purposes here: Murdoch, like Adorno, grapples at points with the possibility that reality might be wholly, irreducibly bad. But unlike Adorno, she counters this possibility with what we can think of as a form of radical optimism, grounded in the distinctive form of moral Platonism – and so moral perfectionism – that she espouses.

Here we have the crucial difference that I wish to emphasise between them. In what follows, I will show that Murdoch’s perfectionism may, given conditions of crisis and disaster, in fact function as a sort of block to hope – since it gives us something real but apparently unattainable to despair over. Adorno, by contrast, can be seen to reject the possibility of anything transcendentally, perfectly ‘best’, and so liberate us to focus instead on the rather more immediate possibility of the better. Murdoch hopes that Love, as she has it, can help us to escape from the despair of what she calls ‘Void’. But Love, too, can be corrupted by the bad. Adorno, by contrast, achieves the equivalent end through our responsiveness to physical suffering. While one might (of course) respond inappropriately to suffering, the suffering itself – as something already wholly ‘negative’ – is not subject to the same distortion as the ‘positive’ power of Love. Adorno the negativist Aristotelian, then, is revealed as the more genuinely hopeful thinker than Murdoch the perfectionist Platonist. Perfectionism itself, indeed, comes to seem like an intellectual pathology – with negativism as the antidote.

1. Murdoch’s Platonism and the threat of ‘Void’
Towards the end of Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, her last published philosophical testament, Murdoch describes a phenomenon which she calls 'Void'. This phenomenon is introduced almost as a counterweight to the distinctive form of moral Platonism which Murdoch has been expounding throughout the rest of the book (and which she earlier expounded in The Sovereignty of Good). “What I refer to here,” she says:

“is something extreme: the pain, and the evil, which occasion conditions of desolation such as many or most human beings have met with.

 Someone may say, if you are always noticing images of God or Good or seeing spiritual ladders, or being some sort of artist, you are very lucky. Your view of spiritual refreshment as everywhere available is ridiculously optimistic, even sentimental. It seems to neglect how miserable we are, and also how wicked we are. The average inhabitant of this planet is probably without hope and starving. It is terrible to be human” (Murdoch 1992: 498).

“There are dreadful human fates,” Murdoch tells us, “even in 'sheltered' lives there is black misery, bereavement, remorse, frustrated talent, loneliness, humiliation, depression, secret woe. The misery of the world can be seen every day on television. There are places in lives, and geographical places too, where there is nothing but darkness, the devil has his territory” (Murdoch 1992: 498-9).

In this passage, Murdoch is considering the possibility that reality might be, or at least might be felt to be, horribly compromised and bad – to the point that it is, effectively, beyond redemption. Ultimately this is a possibility that she thought she had a way of overcoming – as we shall see. But regardless, the passage is of great significance for understanding Murdoch’s moral philosophy overall. In this section, I will detail Murdoch’s moral Platonism in broad strokes, with a view to demonstrating why the threat of ‘Void’ might have been one that was so important for her to grapple with. I will then introduce her strategy for escaping ‘Void’ – before showing why I think this strategy is flawed.
i. Murdoch’s Moral Platonism.
Murdoch, as noted above, was a moral Platonist – of a particular, distinctive sort. Certainly it would be wrong to read Murdoch as a ‘traditional’ Platonist, what John McDowell would call a ‘rampant’ Platonist: a Platonist for whom there is some one, completely transcendent, supernatural and perhaps indeed completely ungraspable way in which things are in 'the realm of forms' – with reality as simply the pale imitation of that. Much like McDowell himself, Murdoch is a much more humanistic, much more sophisticated sort of Platonist.

As I read it, Murdoch’s version of Platonism consists in three key claims.

First, the Perfection Claim. The Sovereignty of Good takes its cues from a basic dissatisfaction with – perhaps indeed contempt for – contemporary moral philosophy: a discipline which Murdoch dubs both “unambitious and optimistic” (Murdoch 1970: 49).
 Unambitious, because it tells us little concrete about how we ought to live; optimistic, because it treats us as essentially both free to choose our own good, and enact said good in the external world (Murdoch 1970: 49ff). Note here a certain affinity with Adorno: Murdoch, like Adorno, is interested in the question of what a ‘good human life’ consists in; similarly, she does not believe that the selfish, atomised individuals of (late) modernity would be able to achieve that good – without, at any rate, transcending themselves.

To salvage contemporary moral philosophy, what it really needs – according to Murdoch – is the idea of the 'highest Good'. Back before the 'Death of God', the idea of the highest Good was filled by God. Murdoch defines this Good as “a single perfect transcendent non-representable and necessarily real object of attention” (Murdoch 1970: 54, my emphasis).

The Perfection Claim implies the second of Murdoch’s key claims – we can call this the Transcendence Claim. In the third essay in her collection, 'The Sovereignty of Good Over Other Concepts', Murdoch spells out what this means with reference to Plato's Cave. The Good, as Murdoch has it, is not something we can ever know directly. “The proper and serious use of the term [Good] refers us to a perfection which is perhaps never exemplified in the world we know... and which carries with it the ideas of hierarchy and transcendence” (Murdoch 1970: 90-1). Rather, the Good is something that we are supposed to be able to see things in the 'light' of. In Plato's allegory, as Murdoch reads it, the fire that the prisoners initially see things in the light of represents the self, “the old unregenerate psyche” (Murdoch 1970: 98). When the prisoner is freed from the Cave and comes to see things in the light of the sun, this is an allegory for our coming to see things in the light of the Good (Murdoch 1970: 98).

Murdoch follows Plato insofar as she reads his allegory as being about a process of moral education, where the point of learning how to act morally, of learning how to be moral, is to come to see things not as you, selfishly, would like them to be, but to approximate to how they actually are – that is, in the light of the Good. Such a process – and its difficulty – is illustrated in Murdoch's famous example of M and D – where the mother-in-law character, M, starts out as unable to see the daughter-in-law, D, in the right light, as she is blinkered by her own selfishness, her own prejudices, her possessiveness over her son (Murdoch 1970: 16ff).

Of course, because the Good is, by Murdoch's lights, necessarily transcendent, it's also true that we can never quite be sure we're seeing things properly in the light of it. As human beings, we can never quite fully 'unself' ourselves. “'Good is transcendent reality' means that virtue is the attempt to pierce the veil of selfish consciousness and join the world as it really is. It is an empirical fact about human nature that this attempt cannot be entirely successful” (Murdoch 1970: 91).

But what we do have, Murdoch thinks, to help direct us toward the Good, is Love. Call this, the third and last of the key claims, Murdoch’s Love Claim. Love hardly manifests itself in perfectly ‘good’ ways – “human love,” indeed, “is usually self-assertive,” and “false love moves to false good” (Murdoch 1970: 100). As Murdoch illustrates endlessly in her novels, we can – and often do, perhaps indeed typically do – 'Love' in ways that are selfish, destructive, unduly possessive of our love-object. Think, for instance, of Charles Arrowby in The Sea, The Sea, completely unable to see his lost love Hartley for who she really is. But these problems, Murdoch seems to think, are ones which we only seem liable to suffer from when we have lost sight of the idea of perfection; of the highest, transcendent Good.

“Love is the tension between the imperfect soul and the magnetic perfection which is conceived of as lying beyond it... And when we try perfectly to love what is imperfect our love goes to its object via the Good to be thus purified and made unselfish and just. The mother loving the [disabled]
 child or loving the tiresome elderly relation” (Murdoch 1970: 100).

It is Love, then, that enables us to endlessly approximate to the highest, perfect, transcendent Good. “Its existence is the unmistakable sign that we are spiritual creatures, attracted by excellence and made for the Good. It is a reflection of the warmth and light of the sun” (Murdoch 1970: 100).

Void, however, threatens Murdoch's picture. In experiences of Void, as Murdoch describes them, we come to despair over the Perfection Claim. In Void, we come to believe that the Good either does not exist, or else is so distantly transcendent that we might never even approximate to it. Love becomes seen as something brittle, pointless, sentimental. There is no Good, out there, for us. 
This is why the ‘Void’ passage is of such great importance for understanding Murdoch’s moral philosophy. The possibility of Void leaves Murdoch's picture vulnerable to a vertiginous form of moral scepticism – one that she is going to have to be able to muster some resources to avoid.

ii. The Ontological Proof against ‘Void’.
Murdoch does indeed have a strategy for short-circuiting the scepticism she associates with Void. At this point in MGM, having introduced Void as a threat, she refers to a previous chapter in which she has discussed, at some length, the Ontological Proof of God (Murdoch 1992: 504). What Murdoch has to say about the Ontological Proof has recently been discussed elsewhere by other authors in much more detail (Hämäläinen 2022, Jordan 2022, Mason & Dougherty 2022). But in brief: what Murdoch wants to take from Anselm's Proof, is the suggestion that the real existence of 'God', i.e. in Murdochian parlance, the idea of the perfection, the highest Good, is implied by our ability to recognise the difference between good and bad, or between things that are more or less good.

“We 'see' God through the morally good things of the world, through our (moral) perception of what is beautiful and holy, through our ability to distinguish good and evil, and through our just God-fearing understanding of what is not good... God exists, he exists necessarily, we conceive of him by noticing degrees of goodness, which we see in ourselves and in all the world which is a shadow of God” (Murdoch 1992: 396).

As Murdoch describes this version of the Ontological Proof, it is “a metaphysical argument which is also an appeal to experience” (Murdoch 1992: 395); when she returns to it later on, she quotes Weil as claiming that the Proof is one which “does not address itself to the intelligence, but to love” (Murdoch 1992: 505). As I take it, then: Murdoch's argument is that, by conceiving of differences between good and bad things at all, we assume the existence of some single, highest, most perfect thing. This is what Anselm (and others writing in the Christian paradigm he did) took for God – and what Murdoch wants to call (with Plato, or so she claims) the Good. We see the (necessarily real) Good even in an imperfect world – it casts its shadow at all times. 
Experiences of Void, therefore, might raise a sceptical possibility which threatens to keep us trapped in despair. But only if we are neglectful, or forgetful, of the fact that our moral experience has the highest Good as a sort of transcendental condition
 on it.
 The Ontological Proof thus helps shore Murdoch's picture up against Void, by showing us that the Love Claim entails the truth of the Perfection Claim. If we can love at all, can think beyond ourselves at all, are able to distinguish between good and bad – then we can, at least in some sense, grasp the highest Good. And coming to recognise this can help us to escape the despair associated with Void. To put this in a slightly different way: for Murdoch, the Ontological Proof means that if we can escape ourselves as being in Void, then we must also be able to experiences ourselves as possibly being out of Void. If the Ontological Proof of the Good works, then Void can only be relative, and not absolute. 
As Murdoch describes this sort of process in MGM:

“Experiences of void can also, sometimes perhaps 'in the long run' when they have been lived with, be put to more positive and creative use, or as one may put it, assume a different meaning. The 'dead' void may become 'live', or 'magnetic'... Something is apprehended as there which is not yet known. Then something comes; as we sometimes say from the unconscious. It comes to us out of the dark of non-being, as a reward for loving attention. An insuperable difficulty is a sun
” (Murdoch 1992: 504-5).

In just the same way, Murdoch underscores the importance of grappling with something like Void for our moral education in the final paragraph of The Sovereignty of Good.

“Goodness is connected with the acceptance of real death and real chance and real transience and only against the background of this acceptance, which is psychologically so difficult, can we understand the full extent of what virtue is like” (Murdoch 1970: 100).

Here we see something of the depth, and the beauty of Murdoch’s picture. Murdoch is a Platonist about the Good. But that doesn’t mean she takes the Good for granted. She understands that we only come to conceive of what is Good, what is perfect, from our position within a reality relentlessly imperfect. In the story that she tells, at least, our keeping in mind the reality of the Good – having faith in the Good, in a way – can shore us against the exigencies of reality as it presently exists; can thus be a source of real moral courage and strength.
iii. Why the Ontological Proof doesn’t work.
Murdoch’s moral Platonism forms a kind of self-reinforcing matrix. The Love Claim, as we have seen, is supposed to entail the truth of the Perfection Claim. The Perfection Claim, again as we saw above, implies the Transcendence Claim; which itself undergirds the Love Claim. This is, of course, a circle – but note that Murdoch’s Platonism is consistently rooted in what she takes to be our ‘everyday’ moral experience. It can thus be thought of as a virtuous circle: a circle that we might, to borrow a phrase from her and Adorno’s mutual enemy Heidegger, be ‘entered in the right way’.

The fact that Murdoch roots her Platonism in our ordinary, everyday moral experience makes it an unusually ‘earthy’ (Robjant 2012), as McDowell might put it “naturalised” variant of the view (McDowell 1996: 91). Indeed: Jessy Jordan goes so far as to argue that Murdoch’s Ontological Proof is one that is supposed to address the human species – as opposed to, say, hypothetical rational Martians, or angels. The highest Good is thus, for Murdoch the (specifically) human good (Jordan 2022: 404).

This is a move that has much to recommend it. There is, frankly, no point to a moral Perfection that has nothing in particular to do with us. The idea of the highest Good must, if it is to turn any gears in our ethical reality, be an at least somehow, if not necessarily specifically, human thing. Platonism must, then, be naturalised. 
But where the saving power lies, here the danger also grows. Once we understand Murdoch to be arguing in support of a ‘naturalised’ sort of Platonism, we can see how her picture overall might be vulnerable to the exigencies of the reality it very much, to its credit, has something to do with. This threatens Murdoch’s use of the Ontological Proof to possibility the threat of moral scepticism associated with Void.

To naturalise Platonism, after all, is to place it – at least to some extent – within the realm of material causation. So now, at least, it seems appropriate for us to be asking questions of the order: what is causing us to experience ‘Void’? Clearly, the answer might be: any number of things! We might feel Void because we are, personally, depressed: perhaps we have experienced a personal setback (end of a relationship, loss of a job); perhaps we are recently bereaved. In these ‘individual’ cases, Murdoch’s moral phenomenology seems basically sound: we might linger in Void for however long, but then we come to see that despite the challenges we have faced, despite our loss, despite our grief, there remain things out there that make life worth living. We forget our grief for a second, pay the right kind of ‘loving attention’ to the reality outside of the self, and so come to discover Love, or opportunity, wherever it may be. We have really experienced a low ebb; but reality always contained an essential goodness within it – a goodness which we now see with fresh eyes, through and in a way because of our pain. Void is turned on its head.

The same logic, we might think, applies when we zoom out a little, and think about why Void might be experienced, again by individuals, but for reasons that are more general, societal. Murdoch talks for instance of “geographical places” where there is “nothing but darkness” (Murdoch 1992: 498-9). Perhaps I might experience Void because the society I live in seems to be disintegrating; I fear the coming economic collapse. Or perhaps I might experience it because of some disaster on the other side of the world: crimes against humanity, that seem manifestly preventable, yet are not – for whatever nonsensical geopolitical reason – being prevented. Here again, Murdoch’s moral phenomenology seems like it has things basically right. There is a strange, harsh truth to it: to really experience bad things in this way – and to really take their badness seriously – is at the same time to realise that things do not have to be this way, that things really could be completely different. This, in a way, is what makes these kind of Void experiences so painful. A more perfect order can thus be seen, shimmering even through the hate and fear of the worst.

But now consider a different class of general threat – what we might call Apocalyptic threats. Nuclear war, the threat of which Murdoch would of course have been very familiar with, is often thought of as threatening the ongoing survival of the species as a whole: we have both invented and manufactured weapons that could, in theory, destroy all life on the planet several times over. The other big, Apocalyptic threat we face is climate change: if we continue emitting carbon at the levels that we presently are, then we will eventually destabilise the climate to the point that human life may very well be unable to carry on; creating a ‘hothouse Earth’ the climate of which is analogous to Venus, for example. In a more culturally discrete way, the spectre of Apocalypse is also raised by genocide: an argument to this effect might be found in Jonathan Lear’s Radical Hope – the Crow chief Plenty Coups lost the ‘thick goods’ that were only possible for him within Crow society (e.g. the winning of glory in tribal war against the Sioux), as it was no longer possible for the Crow to continue living their traditional way of life after the buffalo went away and they were confined to a reservation (Lear 2006: 92ff). 
In all of these cases, we see the possibility of some (highest) Good being eliminated: if events conspired to eliminate every single member of the human species, for example, then the human good would, by definition, no longer be possible to achieve. To put this point in another way, a way that would address itself to Murdoch’s Ontological Proof: if there were no more human beings to Love, there would then be no Love, and so no assurance of the existence of the Good.

This then raises the possibility that the Good, as Murdoch has it, is in fact not ‘necessarily’ real – thus that the Ontological Proof might, at least in theory, malfunction. And this in turn means that Murdoch’s more general strategy, by which we might escape Void, can be called into question. If the Good is only contingently, not necessarily, real, then experiences of Void might quite plausibly be veridical: absolute Void is, thus, a possibility. If the Good is (as Murdoch calls it) and object, and it has been placed within a reality that is subject to natural, historical change, then it can also slip out of existence: it is not necessarily real.
 And so then the grieving parent, for instance, or the outraged citizen, might be told to pay the right of loving attention to reality all Murdoch likes. Because the Good does not necessarily exist, we might just not be able to see things in the light of it. What if we’re in Void, and we’re right? Well then: to see things correctly would just be to despair!
Here we see, I think, the truth of Nguyen’s claim, referred to in the Introduction above: optimism – about the possibility that the Good, such as it is, might in time win out – can itself exhaust us. This is because it is possible for us to be right that the Good (as we have it) does not exist. The perfectionist Platonist holds that the way out of Void is to keep the (transcendent, perfect) Good in mind: to pay the right kind of loving attention to ‘it’, or our idea of it, because it is necessarily real. But once we appreciate that we might just not be able to see things in the light of it, that events might in fact be conspiring to eliminate it, it becomes apparent that the ‘Good’, such as it is, is part of the problem. We thus find ourselves in despair over this ‘thing’ that we don’t seem to be able to reach. The idea of perfection thus gives us something to aim towards and fail – and so despair.
2. Adorno and the Purging of Ontology
It is at this point that we can begin to appreciate the advantages of Adorno’s pessimistic picture over Murdoch’s optimistic one. Adorno might be thought of, in Murdochian terms, as a thinker of ‘Void’: that is, he is someone who insisted that reality as it presently exists is really, genuinely bad.
 But he was also, as noted in the Introduction above, a strangely hopeful figure: certainly, for all he emphasised as it were the temptations of what Murdoch called Void, he was not personally engulfed in it. Rather, his thought and activity were always directed towards the possibility that we might somehow find our way to realise the better.
 The question, then, is why: from what does Adorno’s pessimism draw its hopeful strength?
Ultimately, I will argue, the strength of Adorno’s pessimism can be found in his rejection of the Platonism Murdoch embraced. By rejecting Plato, Adorno is able to ground our ability to resist the present state of things not as Murdoch does in Love, but in our experience of physical suffering. For this reason, on Adorno’s picture we do not need to invest our hopes in any sort of ultimate ‘Good’ –  by abandoning Platonism, and with it perfectionism, we can focus our efforts solely on the (merely, not ultimately) better. This is not to say that Adorno was wholly right, and Murdoch wholly wrong. It is more to say that, once we have salvaged Platonism, as Murdoch does, by naturalising it, really the next thing to do is to eliminate it entirely – and so be left with a moral philosophy much more apt for confronting the world in which we experience real loss, real defeat, real transience, real pain (this after all is, I take it, what Murdoch wanted moral philosophy to be able to do). I will thus start this section’s argument proper by considering what unites Murdoch and Adorno, before moving on to how they diverge.
i. Similarities and Divergences.
As noted in the Introduction above, Adorno was a thinker Murdoch seems to have sensed a certain affinity with. She certainly mentions him in her later work with relative frequency. There are eight references to Adorno listed in the index of MGM, one of which is to a relatively extensive discussion of his work and its relation to Marxism (in the chapter on ‘Morals and Politics’); meanwhile, Murdoch closes one section of her unpublished Heidegger manuscript with a lengthy quote from his Jargon of Authenticity (HB: 119-120).
Both Murdoch and Adorno were thinkers whose work is characterised by an insistence on the importance of subjectivity: Murdoch because her critique of established moral philosophy hinges on her view that the private is important, and not just the public (Murdoch 1970: 15ff); Adorno because he thought that in an objectively bad social world, all critical intellectuals like him have left is, as he put this point in Minima Moralia, “the narrowest private sphere” (Adorno 2005: 18). 

But neither wanted, thereby, to sideline objectivity. Neither were 'idealists' in that sense. Both, in fact, can be thought of as defiant moral realists. Murdoch's focus on the private is (as we have seen) bound up with her intense interest in the moral importance of getting beyond the subject, in the sense of getting beyond our selfish, individual desires. Adorno, meanwhile, insisted on what is called the “priority of the object” (Adorno 1973: 183ff): the object having ‘priority’ over the subject on the basis that, while the object could well persist without the subject, the subject is itself, always already, also an object. Adorno’s thesis of the priority of the object informed an ethics that has, rightly, been called ‘materialist’: grounded in experiences of physical suffering.
 It is also intimately related to his critique of what he calls ‘identity-thinking’(cf. Adorno 1973: 146ff). The scientistic philosopher who thinks that physical laws describe reality in absolute terms, or the conservative ethicist who takes the traditional values they wish to enforce as being fixed and immutable, would both be examples of 'identity-thinkers'. The image is one in which the conceptual scheme some individual, or group of individuals, subscribes to, is 'identified' with reality as such. While Murdoch does not use the word ‘identity thinking’ directly, she nonetheless identifies this aspect of his work as Adorno’s “most fundamental” idea (Murdoch 1992: 369) – and relates it to her own interest in “reflection,” “attention,” and “moral vision” (Murdoch 1992: 378). For Adorno, just as for Murdoch, it is the thinker who is forgetful of the fact that the ways in which they think, 'objectively' about the external world, are irrevocably conditioned by their own, subjective perspective, who ends up (inadvertently) letting their subjectivity run rampant.
The concept of 'identity-thinking' is vital to Adorno's own critique of Heidegger. Heidegger, for Adorno, is someone who pretends that he is able to escape from the prison of 'identity-thinking' to tell us something essential about how Being is, pure and in-itself.
Heidegger's attempt to do this speaks to what Adorno identifies as a sort of 'ontological need'. In modernity, Adorno claims, we sense that “the subject really no longer has the strength to think through the world and its contradictions and to think through itself” (Adorno 2019: 99).
 Modernity is characterised by tumultuous change: the melting-into-air, as Marx described it, of everything we once considered 'solid' – including, of course, the self. We thus come to feel as if we need something – in this case, 'ontology' – to tell us how things 'actually' are: to provide a sort of roadmap to 'authentic', 'essential' reality. But Heidegger's ontology, or so Adorno's critique of it goes, satisfies this need in a false way: by conservatively enforcing the “priority of the First”, the most ancient, as what is ostensibly unconditioned (Adorno 2019: 17).
 What is 'authentic' is whatever does not change; what is bad and degraded is anything dynamic. Adorno, naturally, considers this philosophical doctrine to be reflective of real-world hierarchies: the ‘priority of the First’ inscribes a sort of aristocracy into the stars.
Adorno's critique of Heidegger occupied a very central role in his thought overall: while Murdoch never completed her Heidegger manuscript to her own satisfaction, Adorno included a version of his critique of Heidegger as Part One of his magnum opus Negative Dialectics (as well as publishing, separately, The Jargon of Authenticity).

The general idea, I take it, is as follows. Having diagnosed the ontological need which animates Heidegger's thought, and that also constitutes the source of his appeal, Adorno wants to show us, through his own programme of 'negative dialectics', that while (a) there is no way of satisfying the 'ontological need' that does not in some sense lead to a thinking that is rigid, authoritarian, and conservative, (b) the ontological need is itself a false need. If we want to think through the world and its contradictions, we don't need ontology (which is fixed, and hierarchical, and closed) we need dialectics (which is, by its very nature, open to contradiction, uncertainty, and change). (Adorno 1973: 13-15).
Murdoch’s Heidegger critique, by contrast, is rather different
 – and it is here that we can start to appreciate some of what separated the two. Murdoch, by Adorno’s lights, was someone who felt the ‘ontological need’: that she held the Perfection Claim is, if nothing else, expressive of this. But Heidegger, who Murdoch referred to in The Sovereignty of Good as “Lucifer in person” (Murdoch 1970: 69), threatened Murdoch by, as she saw it, attempting to satisfy the ‘ontological need’ by installing something ultimate in reality that was not itself ‘Good’. Thus witness Heidegger’s own treatment of the Cave Allegory in his lectures on The Essence of Truth, where he argues that for Plato the ‘highest Good’ is not any sort of moral ‘Good’, but rather that which ‘empowers’, which promises us “mastery” over existence (Heidegger 2002: 72).

“Plato calls that which empowers ἀγαθοῦ. We translate: the good. The proper and original meaning of ἀγαθοῦ refers to what is good (suitable) for something, what can be put to use. 'Good!' means: it is done! It is decided! It does not have any kind of moral meaning: ethics has corrupted the fundamental meaning of this word. What the Greeks understand by 'good' is what we mean when we say that we buy a pair of good skis, i.e. boards which are sound and durable. This good is the sound, the enduring, as distinct from the harmless meaning suitable for aunties: a good man, i.e. respectable, but without insight and power” (Heidegger 2002: 77).

Heidegger thus threatens Murdoch with the possibility of a vertiginous moral scepticism, which she seems to have believed she needed the Perfection Claim, thus needed Platonism, to avoid.
 She was thus unable to make the step into the anti-ontological ‘open’ philosophising promised by Adorno. And there is at this point, we must note, a curious weakness to Murdoch’s view – indeed, as I have argued elsewhere, one major reason why Murdoch does not seem to have been able to complete her Heidegger manuscript was that she doesn’t really seem to have a convincing answer to the threat he represents. Adorno, by contrast, abandons ontology – and so side-steps Heidegger entirely.
ii. Adorno’s anti-Platonic idea of the Good.
To the extent that Adorno’s thought was anti-ontological it was also, by his own lights, anti-Platonic.
 In his lectures on Metaphysics, which are primarily focused on a critical discussion of Aristotle, Adorno describes Plato's doctrine of Ideas as follows:
“The Ideas – that is, hypostatized universal concepts, as they are commonly called – are regarded by Plato, in contrast to scattered multiplicity, as the true, the One, the essential and, above all, as the cause of all appearances” (Adorno 2000: 14).
In short, then, Adorno identifies Plato as a key source for the (mistaken) idea that what 'really' exists is some one, first, oldest thing – the central pathology he identifies in Heidegger's thought.
 This is also a thought that, Adorno thinks, is persistent in 'metaphysics' – a discipline he sees as being founded, strictly speaking, by Aristotle (Adorno 2000: 12, 14). On Adorno's story, Plato is giving us an 'ontology' (as a theory of Being) (Adorno 2000: 13). But he isn't really interested in how what 'really' exists shows up in the world of the senses. Aristotle's innovation is to bring Being down to earth: “metaphysics arises at the point where the empirical world is taken seriously, and where its relation to the supra-sensible world, which was hitherto taken for granted, is subjected to reflection” (Adorno 2000: 18).

Once this ‘metaphysical’ innovation is made, Being as such is made subject to change. This is all to the good: it allows us to escape, at least in part, the rigid priority of the First. The problem however is that in the entire metaphysical tradition, from Aristotle to Hegel, the First has always found some way of sneaking itself back in. For all Aristotle is interested in how the Idea shows up in the empirical world, its ideal existence remains a 'higher' one: matter can decay, but form cannot (Adorno 2000: 39). Likewise, for all Hegel sees everything in existence as a sort of progressive, historical achievement, everything must still be tending towards some one, final, fixed point – which in fact, it turns out, Geist has pretty much had to assume from the start (Adorno 1973: 374-5).
 Things in general can change, but only – ultimately – in relation to some one, 'highest' thing which remains fixed: as Aristotle's 'unmoved mover' sucks everything else towards it. This of course is how Murdoch, too, conceives of the Good.
Adorno, however, attempts to deracinate his thought of any suggestion of the First, thus of any suggestion of some (really existing) highest Good. He does this in various ways throughout his authorship: early on he introduces the concept of 'natural-history' – again in the context of a critique of Heidegger. The idea is that nature, the ostensibly 'first', has always emerged through a process of historical change; likewise, historical change always acts on something more original, more fixed (see [AUTHOR] 2016). This thought might be most readily grasped when we consider the fates of many historical civilizations: great empires might spring up based around the cultivation of some particular staple, which is made possible because of favourable climactic conditions and the availability of certain crops. But then the climate might change, even slightly – a drought hits the crops, and the empire begins to decline. Adorno however wants to extend this way of seeing to everything, even the smallest things: thus for instance in Minima Moralia, he describes slippers as “monuments to the hatred of bending down” (Adorno 2005: 110). A ‘natural’ preference (against bending down) has informed the creation of this particular cultural object (slippers). But then objects help shape the way the world ‘naturally’ seems to us as well. Thus Adorno highlights the way car doors shut as demanding that users “already have the violent, hard-hitting, unresting jerkiness of Fascist mistreatment” (Adorno 2005: 40).
Later, in Negative Dialectics, while not abandoning the concept of 'natural-history',
 Adorno talks about a fusing of metaphysics with materialism. “The course of history forces materialism upon metaphysics” (Adorno 1973: 365). To understand what’s going on here,
 it’s important to bear in mind that Adorno is here identifying what he calls our “metaphysical faculty” with our ability to 'speculate' (Adorno 1973: 362) – that is, with our ability to think about how things might be different, beyond society and culture as it presently exists. For Adorno, this ability is very important: for him, it is no less important to be able to think beyond our society and culture as it presently exists, as it is important for Murdoch, to be able to think beyond the self. Now: for Murdoch as we have seen, what allows us to do this is the idea of the Good – we can strive to see things in the light of it, not the self. It is interesting then at this point, when Adorno talks about ‘speculation’, he introduces something perhaps analogous to the Platonic idea of the Good – just with certain, anti-ontological caveats.
It is at this point in Negative Dialectics that Adorno introduces the concept of “metaphysical experience” (Adorno 1973: 373). The term ‘metaphysical experience’ refers to something quite specific: primal experiences of fulfilment, which are able to animate our thought and action – despite being, as Adorno specifies, false. Adorno’s paradigm example of such experiences is drawn from Proust: he discusses the experience a child might have going on holiday, and seeing the names of different villages go by on the train: seemingly magical places with names like “Otterbach, Watterbach, Reuenthal, Monbrunn”. “One thinks that going there would bring the fulfilment, as if there were such a thing. Being really there makes the promise recede like a rainbow” (ibid.).
 As a child these names resonate with the promise of a different, better life; as an adult, of course, one knows that these are, for the most part, just places like any other. But this does not mean that one is left only disenchanted: one still has the memory of what it was like to be enchanted.
‘Metaphysical experiences’, then, are experiences of the possibility of fulfilment – although this is a fulfilment that (quite like Murdoch’s transcendent Good) we can never experience directly. They thus give us some sense, some idea of what it might be like to be genuinely happy – even if the real thing would be likely to be very different.
 But because this is just a possibility – because metaphysical experiences are, as it were, constitutively false – we cannot be robbed of them just by things getting worse. As there were never any conditions under which they could have been realised, we may not be led to despair of them when they aren’t (or to put this point another way: perhaps we have already done all the despairing we were ever going to do that e.g Monbrunn wasn’t a utopia, when we were children). The ostensible reality of Murdoch’s idea of perfection lends it a kind of heaviness that metaphysical experience lacks. Here we have, then, a concept which might do what the idea of perfection needs to – to help us escape from the shell of society and/or the self – without then requiring us to take on the kind of ontological baggage which opens us up to the threat of certain sorts of moral scepticism, and the possibility of despair. An anti-ontological, thus anti-Platonic, thus anti-perfectionist equivalent to the Murdochian ‘Good’.

iii. Materialist metaphysics and the importance of suffering.
But there remains a mystery here. Murdoch’s idea of the Good, after all, is able to function as an object of attention because it is thought to be (necessarily) real. Yes, we might think, this opens us up to certain difficulties – but these are difficulties of, in short, reality. Perhaps Murdoch’s Ontological Proof of the Good means that we need real human beings who actually Love and see things Lovingly to sustain it, perhaps this fragility, this contingency means it might be despaired over – but surely this is part of the beauty of Murdoch’s picture. There is something almost lazy, almost non-committal about Adorno’s. Who, after all, would be satisfied with the sort of ersatz fulfilment offered by Adorno via metaphysical experience – an idea of fulfilment we are supposed to already recognise as being somehow false?
The clue here lies in a line noted earlier – to the effect that Adorno thinks materialism and metaphysics have been somehow ‘forced’ together. This is a kind of ‘naturalising’ move, of just the sort that Murdoch is committed to: for Adorno metaphysical experience, and so metaphysical speculation, is something intertwined with our ordinary, thus also physical, bodily, material lives. In a piece entitled 'Towards a theory of intellectual experience', included by editor Rolf Tiedemann as an Appendix to his fragmentary Lectures on Negative Dialectics,
 Adorno identifies the element of speculation with “resistance” (Adorno 2008: 189) – a power that he also, in the Lectures proper, identifies with the power of philosophy as such (Adorno 2008: 101).
“Whatever refuses to have its law prescribed for it by the given facts, transcends them in even the most intimate contact with the objects. Where speculation goes beyond what it can legitimately cover – there its freedom is to be found. It is grounded in the human subject's desire to express itself, a precondition of all truth; in the need to lend a voice to suffering... the weight of objective realities bearing down on the individual” (Adorno 2008: 189-90).
Speculation is thus, like resistance, a matter of “impulse” (Adorno 2008: 102). We are naturally compelled to speculate on how reality might be otherwise, from our dissatisfaction with how it presently is. This move, in fact, might be considered a concession to Plato, as it shows us that philosophy needs to retain the distinction between essence and appearance: “the speculative aspect should be identified with the critical, the anti-ideological element; it is whatever is not satisfied with the facade” (Adorno 2008: 101). But it is also what gives ‘metaphysical experiences’ their force. Even while we admit that their content, as it were, is false, we have real material reasons to speculate towards them, to think about how the feeling embodied in metaphysical experiences might (in fact) be possible.
And it also means something else. Perhaps the central insight of Adorno's 'materialist' turn in metaphysics is to install our experience of suffering – paradigmatically, the physical suffering of those processed in the death camps of Auschwitz (Adorno 1973: 365) (and so most importantly, note, the suffering of others) – as the force which can take us beyond ourselves, beyond our world as it presently exists, beyond the 'light of the fire', as the Platonic myth would have it. Suffering demands that we change things As Adorno puts this at one point, following Nietzsche: “Woe speaks: Go!” (Adorno 1973: 203).
For Murdoch, it is Love that can take us beyond the world as it presently exists, towards the highest Good; Love that can elevate us, thus, out of despair. For Adorno by contrast, it is suffering – not Love – which does this. Significantly, the experience of physical suffering need not in any way imply the existence of the highest Good. Indeed: I find it hard to conceive of how the Ontological Proof might address itself to suffering at all.
Here we might see something of the power of negativism. As Freyenhagen argues, Adorno was an ‘epistemic negativist’: someone who believes that we can only know (in Adorno’s case, for certain concrete historical reasons) the bad, and not the Good (Freyenhagen 2013: 10-11).
 Of course the negativist might still speculate about the Good, but they cannot pretend to be able to say anything about it with any certainty. All we have to go on are ‘metaphysical experiences’, and these are, for Adorno, false as a matter of principle. 

For this reason, the negativist is not focused on what would be ‘best’, but is interested instead in thinking about what might be ‘better’ (‘living less wrongly’, as Freyenhagen puts it in the title of his book). Freyenhagen undergirds what Adorno tells us on this point with reference to neo-Aristotelian ethical naturalism: the badness of the world as we find it might tell us something about how human beings are restricted in their functioning, for instance (Freyenhagen 2013: 240ff). This does not tell us what a ‘really human’ life would be, but it does tell us something about what would be better. To provide food for people affected by famine would not by any means bring about ‘the good life’ for them – but it would improve their lives to the extent that they were no longer starving. We thus need not be able to refer to any sort of fixed image of what it would be for human beings to ‘flourish’: indeed, there may very well be no univocal sense of ‘human flourishing’. Perhaps one attempt we pursue for bringing about the ‘better’ fails – this might be something we grieve over, but it need not be a source of despair. We keep going, we have to: if nothing else, this is a matter of impulse. Adornian hope can counter Murdochian despair.
Conclusion
In almost the same breath with which he utters his ‘no right living thesis’, in the aphorism ‘Refuge for the Homeless’ from Minima Moralia, Adorno tells us that, given the more general crisis of “dwelling” with which the aphorism is concerned, “The best mode of conduct… still seems an uncommitted, suspended one: to lead a private life, as far as the social order and one’s own needs will tolerate nothing else, but not to attach weight to it as to something still socially substantial and individually appropriate” (Adorno 2005: 39). This, perhaps, is the practical counterpart to the ‘no right living thesis’: if wrong life cannot be lived rightly, well then one must still live – but ought not to be too attached to one’s lifestyle.
There is a surprising lightness, almost a playfulness to this thought: even as Adorno condemns the world in the starkest possible terms, he affords us some leeway to live our lives as best we might; to enjoy ourselves, despite everything. Considering this lightness, this playfulness, we can see something of why Adorno’s thought might be considered in some way positively therapeutic. Any ‘fixed’ idea we have of the Good – any idea we have of the Good, without appreciating the fact that we are likely to be mistaken about it – is liable to be made a mockery of by the exigencies of reality. This is not, of course, to say that we ought not to strive for anything better. But the command to act perfectly is, for creatures such as us, in conditions such as these, at best unhelpful; at worst potentially crippling. It is imperative that we are responsive to the real suffering that characterises the world as it presently exists. But we don’t need the (Platonic) Good to do that – only some sense of what might be, materially, better. To think that we need anything more than that, is only likely to drive us to despair. This is the thought I have attributed, in this paper, to Adorno – it is also, I take it, the thought I quoted Quan Nguyen as expressing in the Introduction.
In this paper, I have argued against perfectionism by using Murdoch as my target ‘perfectionist’. But, as I have emphasised, I do not mean by this to show Murdoch’s moral philosophy up as somehow worthless. Murdoch is a genuinely profound thinker whose work is of invaluable importance as a correction to the worst elements of 20th century Oxford moral philosophy. It is just that I think Adorno gives us something better: adopting a not un-Murdochian orientation to moral philosophy (indeed: I might have noted their closeness more than I have), while emphasising above perfection and transcendence and love the trash of the real, transient world; suffering and distortion and change. That the negativism Adorno preaches is nonetheless a fundamentally liberating hopeful philosophy, is something that, I hope, we need no longer miss.
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� “Even the blossoming tree lies the moment its bloom is seen without the shadow of terror; even the innocent ‘How lovely!’ becomes an excuse for an existence outrageously unlovely” (Adorno 2005: 25).


� See Adorno 1998 for his critique of ‘actionism’.


� This debate is founded on criticisms Jürgen Habermas made of his erstwhile mentor in The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (Habermas 1987).


� There is of course something about how I have put this point here that might strike the reader as being possibly a bit strange. This paper is, effectively, in the business of the normative evaluation of affects. I am effectively, then, constructing a philosophical argument that purports to tell people how to feel. But of course we can’t always control how we feel – we just feel that way! Granted – we can’t always control our feelings (but we certainly can cultivate certain affects). But still: even if we can’t always control our feelings, we might still admit it would be better or worse to feel certain ways in certain situations (I should feel sad about my aunt’s passing; I shouldn’t feel angry about the printer not working). Certainly, a therapist (that is: a clinical mental health practitioner) might suggest this. Consider what I am doing here, then, the ‘other’ sort of philosophical therapy.


� Producing the study of Husserl that eventually became Metacritique of Epistemology. Murdoch, incidentally, also started (but did not finish) a PhD thesis on Husserl (HB: 83).


� See e.g. a number of the essays in Panizza and Hopwood (eds.).


� Most notably Freyenhagen 2013, AUTHOR 2017, Setiya 2023.


� After completing Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, Murdoch worked for some time on a critical study of Heidegger, which she ultimately abandoned at some point in the early 90s. A typescript is available from the Murdoch Archive at Kingston University (cited here as HB). For more on Murdoch’s Heidegger study see Broakes 2011. For more on Adorno’s own critique of Heidegger, see below.


� Or at any rate: Murdoch’s Perfectionism, the position which – I take it – proceeds from the Perfection Claim, as discussed in section 1 below. This might not be the only position that we could call ‘perfectionism’. Thus Shuster 2014 discovers an affinity between Adorno and Cavell’s moral perfectionism. But I lack the space to discuss this any further in this paper (frankly, I also lack a good enough understanding of Cavell).


�	For McDowell's Platonism, see McDowell 1996: 82ff. For Murdoch's influence on McDowell, see McDowell 1998: 72-73. For more on Murdoch's Platonism, see Conradi 2009. Robjant 2012, and in particular Hopwood 2017.


�	Note that in what follows, I'm not going to take too much time (if any) thinking about how Murdoch's position might have changed between The Sovereignty of Good (published in 1970 based on essays and lectures written and delivered in the 1960s) and Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals (published in 1992 based on lectures delivered in the early 80s). Instead, I’m going to take the liberty of citing the more straightforward Sovereignty of Good as evidence for Murdoch's Platonism, and then import the position that we find there into the MGM discussion of 'Void'.


�	On this score The Sovereignty of Good bears important parallels with Anscombe's 'Modern Moral Philosophy' (Anscombe 1958).


�	Murdoch uses a different word here that she wouldn't have used nowadays.


�	As I have argued elsewhere (in a sadly as yet unpublished problem paper), Murdoch would come to particularly associate this form of scepticism with Martin Heidegger. Following MGM she attempted to write a critical study of Heidegger's writings, which she ultimately abandoned (the manuscript is available from her archive, and is currently being edited for publication by Justin Broackes).


�	Jordan (2022) reads Murdoch on the Ontological Proof as providing a sort of transcendental argument. This is not a universal view in the literature, but for what it’s worth I think it’s basically correct.


�	Jordan argues that Murdoch thinks that the Ontological Proof will not prove “effective against any kind of sceptic whatsoever” (Jordan 2022: 402). But their quote which evidences this is “The appeal to evidence, to reports of experience, and to the direct experience of the reader, is precarious” (Murdoch 1992: 430). So obviously she thinks the Proof might convince some stripe of sceptic. Just not the rigorous, academic sceptic who will only accept indubitable certainty. Her argument, like any, is context-dependent (this point will be seen to be particularly significant below).


�	This last line is a quote from Paul Valéry.


� One way of putting this thought might be to say that Love is inherently ‘relational’: there could be no Love, were there no loved ones to Love.


� As Adorno puts this point in Negative Dialectics: the “secular category pure and simple” is “decay” (Adorno 1973: 360). This is what happens once we naturalise, and so ‘secularise’ the Good (for more on this point see section 2 below).


� Is a ‘substantive negativist’, to use the terminology given to us by Fabian Freyenhagen (Freyenhagen 2013: 4).


� See Freyenhagen 2014.


� Unfortunately I lack the space to elaborate this in sufficient detail here. For a proper discussion of the role of experiences of physical suffering in Adorno’s ‘materialist’ ethics, see AUTHOR forthcoming.


�	Murdoch, incidentally, identifies Heidegger's work as satisfying a sort of “metaphysical yearning” (HB: 162).


� Adorno explores the distinction between ‘real’ and ‘false’ needs in his ‘Theses on Need’ (Adorno 2017).


� A third iteration of Adorno’s Heidegger critique can be found in the lectures on Ontology and Dialectics (Adorno 2019).


� For more on this see AUTHOR (draft paper).


� This, at any rate, is the argument of the draft paper I have mentioned in the footnote above.


�	I have written about this in more detail in AUTHOR 2017.


�	By contrast, Murdoch more usually reads Heidegger (in part at Heidegger's own insistence) as a critic of Plato. Heidegger favours pre-Socratic thinkers like Heraclitus over Plato. Adorno reads the pre-Socratic doctrine of being of remaining vestigial in Plato's thought (Adorno 2000: 16).


�	I think in particular the accusation that Hegel attempts to “arrest dialectics in something solid beyond it” (Adorno 1973: 375).


� Adorno 1973: 354.


�	I have treated of this aspect of Adorno's thought more fully in AUTHOR 2019.


� For more on metaphysical experiences and their constitutive falsehood, see Skirke 2012.


� Adorno anyway does not appear to believe that we can experience happiness directly in the present. “To happiness the same applies as to truth: one does not have it, but is in it. Indeed, happiness is nothing other than being encompassed, an after-image of the original shelter within the mother. But for this reason no-one who is happy can know that he is so. To see happiness, he would have to pass out of it: to be as if already born… He alone keeps faith who says: I was happy” (Adorno 2005: 112).


�	The document is taken from a transcript Tiedemann found in the archives. Tiedemann does not supply any additional information about it. It appears to be either notes Adorno drew upon in delivering the Lectures, or a draft of what became the ‘Introduction’ to Negative Dialectics; at any rate it closely follows the structure of the ‘Introduction’ (as do the Lectures themselves).


� Adorno was also, in Freyenhagen’s reading, a ‘negativist’ in other ways (e.g. meta-ethical – knowledge of the bad is enough to do ethics; substantive – the bad is actually realised in our social world).


� This paper has its origins in a paper with a quite different structure and intention that I was invited to give at a workshop at the University of Pardubice in August 2023 – thankyou to Ondrej Beran for that initial invitation, and to the participants in the workshop for their generous comments. A much later draft was presented to the Essex Critical Theory Colloquium in June 2024 – thankyou to Fabian Freyenhagen for that invitation, and to the members of the Colloquium for their (also very helpful) comments. I would also like to thank Clare Mac Cumhaill for her (again, very helpful) comments on a still later draft.





