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 It is not uncommon to hear from different directions that Adorno’s  Neg-
ative Dialectics  fails as either philosophy or as theory that can , nd a 
unity with practice. There are many reasons for Adorno’s gradual slide 
into neglect and indifference. Yet it is likely that  Negative Dialectics  is ig-
nored or dismissed because its  aims  cannot be assimilated to either the 
main thrust of the Western philosophical tradition or to the vast major-
ity of attempts to offer alternatives. Adorno could be far enough ahead 
or outside of the curve in the West that the aims of  Negative Dialectics  
are not suf, ciently grasped, and the work as a whole remains open to 
misplaced judgments. It might, then, be useful to look outside the West 
for movements that share at least similar aims and procedures in order 
to better position to understand that work. This is admittedly an unfa-
miliar procedure: to look outside one’s own culture, in this case to the 
Madhyamika philosophy that initiates and underpins much if not all 
of Mahayana Buddhism, for something like an analogue that will aid 
in grasping something that appears to be inside it. But if this “inside” 
work is in fact a radical challenge to the very culture in which it ap-
pears, to look to the outside may help in its appreciation. This encoun-
ter would not remain a one-way street. Adorno also offers something 
to Buddhism that it has not been able to develop (much) on its own: a 
relation to the “project” of liberation as historical and social. 

 Madhyamika philosophy and its founder and chief proponent 
Nagarjuna (, rst to second century CE) are frequently compared to and 
aligned with the sceptical tradition in the West, Wittgenstein’s attack 
on essentialism,  1   the process philosophy of A.N. Whitehead,  2   and more 
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recently Derridean deconstruction.  3   More interesting is the frequent 
and correct characterization of Nagarjuna’s thought as a “negative dia-
lectic.”  4   Long before the appearance of a thoroughly negative dialectics 
in the West, albeit in radically different circumstances and with differ-
ent means, there arises a thoroughgoing and comprehensive attack on 
what Adorno will later term “identity thinking,” one that will be re-
, ned over many centuries, reanimate a world “religion,” and result in 
a profusion of myriad schools and practices of enlightenment. Nagar-
juna owes the impetus for his new direction in Buddhist philosophy 
to Buddha’s famous silence on metaphysical questions, to the clash of 
opposing metaphysical positions in Indian philosophy, and to what he 
perceived as the tendency in earlier Buddhist thought (the Abbidharma 
schools) to hypostatize the analysands of self, things, and experience 
(the , ve aggregates) and their relations (the twelve links of dependent 
origination) to the point where metaphysical claims about a fundamen-
tal and unchanging reality were tacitly re-emerging. 

 For Nagarjuna and his Buddha, the stubborn persistence of such 
“views” ( drsti ) was not a matter to be met with anodyne indifference. It 
would be vital to the practice of liberation from the suffering of cyclic 
existence to repeat the Buddha’s silence much more loudly. That silence 
was not simply impatience with matters diverting attention and energy 
from more important pursuits. Silence on such matters was for Madhy-
amika philosophy the enunciation of a  critical  perspective,  5   which took 
“views” to be more than symptomatic, to be the actual performance of 
the “root delusion” perpetuating the repetition of grasping and attach-
ment at the heart of  dukkha  (the suffering and discontent referred to in 
the , rst noble truth). The constant - ow and - uctuation of desire and 
aversion, including the desire for the continuation of desire and the 
desperate fear of its annihilation, are paralleled in the drive to , nd and 
believe in, to hold and possess permanence, independence, timeless-
ness, and indestructibility. On the plane of conceptually mediated ex-
perience there is inherently generated a hypostatization and rei, cation 
of entities. Abstractions become more real than the - ux of experiential 
conditions from which they were abstracted. They are, as idealism dis-
covers, the most transcendent and indestructible things, and not sepa-
rate from the “I” that conceives them. The race is on to posit somewhere 
the inherent existence of a Reality that transcends or subtends the - ow 
in experience, whose apparently , xed and independent elements are 
themselves in a state of transience and relation. Such positing, whether 
explicit or implicit, whether by metaphysicians or in commonsensical 
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belief, is the generation of  drsti . For Nagarjuna, the proper Buddhist 
perspective becomes radically critical and takes the analysis of the root 
delusion down to the very level of the conceptual as such, in that the 
concept carries with it the appearance of permanence, invariance, and 
the power of indestructibility; also the promise of being able to explain 
and account for what appears (at least to the conceptualizing agency) to 
be the non-conceptual, to generate the other out of itself. 

 For Nagarjuna, the problem of hypostatization went well beyond 
the older concern in Buddhism to avoid the notions of a permanent 
self or the complete non-existence of self, “eternalist” or “annihilation-
ist” extreme views. Instead, he “understood the basic message of Bud-
dha to be the elimination of all hypostatic theorizations.”  6   All of the 
fundamental categories of metaphysics could be demonstrated to be 
ultimately unreal, though conventionally useful. Attainment of the ulti-
mate perspective, in which liberation takes place in the silence of men-
tal fabrication, is itself dependent, however, on categories, thoughts, 
and language that do not escape convention, even though they are to be 
left behind. Thus Nagarjuna extends his destructive analysis to include 
concepts of time, motion, cause, agency, elements, becoming, actions, 
wholes, process, and even relations. This list is not exhaustive. Nagar-
juna’s method is anything but piecemeal, and its scope is universal. It 
does not aim at the re, nement of the conceptual schematizations of ex-
perience but at their thoroughgoing destruction, when conceived of as 
composed of essences, of permanent, self-identical entities in relation 
with one another, when, in other words, concepts or the phenomena 
to which they refer are taken to have “inherent existence” ( svabhava ). 
However, when concepts are thoroughly known to be subject to depen-
dent origination (to the causal-relational processes to which all things 
are subject), when this knowledge includes even the concept of depen-
dent origination and phenomena are not reducible to one ultimate re-
ality, the phenomenal world is recovered as or in its suchness. And the 
conventional understandings of phenomena will allow and even, for 
some of Nagarjuna’s progeny, require empirical judgments of relative 
truth and falsehood.  7   

 Nagarjuna’s famous tetralemmas, his negations of all possible forms 
of assertion (S is P; S is not-P; S is both P and not-P; S is neither P nor not-
P) convict various “views,” and views as such, of incoherence. They do 
this negatively, primarily by reductio ad absurdum, by driving all  drsti  
towards awareness of their own inherent incoherence (which might 
appear in the forms of tautology, mutually exclusive contradiction, or 
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in, nite regress); and they do this through exploiting the dependence 
of views on (1) the apparently real, i.e., apparently inherently existent 
but actually rei, ed entities that are the bases of assertions, and (2) a 
basic and inescapable dilemma of identity and difference in the rei, -
cation of the entities that become the bases or referents of assertions, 
“the dilemma of their identity or difference”  :8   entities, that is, essences 
with permanent and invariant identities, cannot be what they are, can-
not possess identity, without negating, without  not  being other entities; 
entities as such, as instances of identity, presuppose differences from 
other entities. But difference, in its turn, also presupposes the very 
identity it must negate to be different. With one stroke, but a stroke 
repeated in many different contexts, both the extreme views, those of 
eternalism and nihilism, along with all their implications, are convicted 
of incoherence because each presupposes and negates the other. They 
are incoherent because, when driven to their logical conclusion, they 
cannot account for the experience of which they are the abstraction. 
The real is neither a single, self-identical, unchanging, uni, ed entity or 
system; nor is the real what difference without identity would neces-
sitate, that is, “such radical discontinuity, disjunction and lack of intel-
ligibility that even the most mundane things would become incoherent 
and inexplicable.”  9   Gar, eld’s authoritative commentary refers to this 
basic dilemma of identity as following from the requirements of inher-
ent existence: 

 If an entity is inherently existent [is an essence or is self-identical], it must 
be independently established as an entity with its own nature. So no en-
tity could be established as inherently existent through dependence on 
any other entity [i.e., through difference]. Only inherently existent enti-
ties could be independent. To establish something as inherently existing 
through its dependence on something else is incoherent. So since entities 
can be established neither through independence [which would be tauto-
logical], nor through dependence [which follows from difference], there is 
no way to establish anything as an entity in its own right.  10   

   But if there are no entities in their own right, no self-identical essences 
within or at the bottom of the phenomenal, it might seem that there is 
nothing, that nothing has being. What Nagarjuna is doing, however, is 
leading his rei, cationist interlocutors away from the assumption, given 
by formal logic and promoted by language in its necessary employ-
ment of substantives, that to exist is to exist inherently. If to exist means 
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to exist inherently, to be independent, eternal, invariant, to possess a 
self-nature, then there are only two alternatives: either there is a being 
or beings (or the Being of beings) or there is nothing. 

 Nagarjuna’s dialectic is suf, cient to destroy the , rst alternative, but 
it would be a gross error to suppose that this necessarily implies the 
second alternative, nihilism, because opposition of the two alternatives 
is itself a function of the logic of identity and difference. Existence is 
not a negative function of nothingness. The only thing that is a negative 
function of nothingness is  inherent  existence, own-being. The point is to 
get outside this logic, and this does not yield nothing; instead it yields 
sunyata or emptiness, and ultimately, liberation from the suffering per-
petuated in the repetition of samsara. 

 Emptiness is the central non-negative category of the Madhyamika 
systems and remains central in succeeding Mahayana movements. Lit-
erally,  sunya  means “void” (and sunyata = voidness). This has allowed 
the attribute of nihilism to be attached repeatedly to Madhyamika phi-
losophy. But it cannot be judged nihilistic because sunyata is not used 
as a predicate of the Real. Nagarjuna himself points out that “‘Empty’ 
should not be asserted. / ‘Nonempty’ should not be asserted. / Neither 
both nor neither should be asserted. / They are only used nominally.”  11   
Madhyamika, despite the accusation that the rejection of metaphysical 
views necessarily implies the acceptance of an alternative metaphysics, 
takes no position on the ultimately real and holds no  drsti . Its language 
does not assert, but “ostends.”  12   To hold no view of ultimate reality 
means that one should also consider “emptiness” to be empty. But this 
does not amount to a view, since sunyata does not refer to an essential 
void beyond illusory appearances. Sunyata is not a substance indepen-
dent of its attributes but points instead to the essencelessness and lack 
of identity of the categories constituting both conventional and meta-
physical views of reality.  13   Nagarjuna is able to de- ect the charge of 
nihilism because, having extricated himself negatively from the conse-
quences of the dialectic of identity and difference, he does not and need 
not share the assumption of his rei, cationist opponents that “existence 
and emptiness are opposites.”  14   To demand essence or inherent exis-
tence of reality is, for Nagarjuna, actually to subscribe to an untenable 
theory of the real, which, if true, would make it impossible for things 
to exist. The equation of existence with inherent existence results in the 
paradoxes, contradictions, and absurdities of his opponents’ views. As 
the upshot, his negative dialectics of the realization of sunyata means 
undoing the “force of the delusion of rei, cation,”  15   which becomes in 
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metaphysics a redoubling of the world into the apparent and the real. 
But sunyata is not a reality hidden from appearance; to know it means 
to recognize the very conventionality of the real-as-rei, ed. 

 It frequently becomes tempting to forget that the  madhayamika , the 
middle path, does not mean the assertion of an Absolute, whether that 
absolute is conceived to be accessible or, like the Kantian noumenal, 
not accessible to mind. Thus, even though Nagarjuna’s is a critical phi-
losophy with signi, cant parallels to Kant, the similarities can be over-
drawn. Like Kant, Nagarjuna conceives of the categories as generated a 
priori and not by association.  16   But sunyata does not refer to a noume-
nal reality, taken as an absolute, which the categories of the understand-
ing cannot reach and whose extension into the non-empirical embroils 
reason in paralogisms and contradictions. Nagarjuna has no necessary 
but unknowable ground for the empirical world.  17   Yet there is clearly 
something like absoluteness in the suchness that is not a notion, in the 
freedom from conceptual construction. C.G. Nayak puts this nicely: “It 
is not that the Reality of an altogether different order hidden behind 
the appearance is grasped in wisdom, but it is like something getting 
revealed in our understanding which was all the while there unnoticed 
in front of us.”  18   It is not possible anymore, on this basis, to make a truly 
strict distinction between the apparent and the real, or between  explan-
ans  and  explanandum , and all dualisms are necessarily brought radically 
into question, without the reassertion of any monism. Nagarjuna does 
not merely reject all positive thought constructions  about  a reality that 
transcends phenomena, he rejects all assumptions that a transcendental 
reality  exists .  19   

 It thus turns out that the removal of essentialist thought-construc-
tions, the dis-identi, cation of things and the de-rei, cation of concepts 
results not in something or in nothing or both (Hegelian “becoming”?), 
or neither. But how can the real as suchness (itself a non-concept), as 
 sunya , be  not   neither  something nor nothing? To put the question in this 
form (to ask even negatively about identity) is already to distort Nagar-
juna’s meaning. He is here rearticulating but also re, ning and radicaliz-
ing the most central doctrine of the Buddha, the dependent origination 
( pratityasamutpada ) of all things. He announces this in the dedicatory 
verse: “I prostrate to the perfect Buddha / … who taught that / What-
ever is dependently arisen is / … without identity, / And free from con-
ceptual construction.” Against earlier Abbidharma schools, which took 
dependent origination to imply causal laws according to which eva-
nescent momentary things appear, Nagarjuna takes  pratityasamutpada  
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to refer to the interrelation of experiences and their concepts as always 
mediated by the dilemmas of identity and difference. Neither some-
thing nor nothing should be asserted if both something and nothing, 
and therefore neither something nor nothing, are dependently arisen, 
that is, internally related through both identity and difference, neither 
of them having a , xed essence of their own, not able to establish their 
own identity (or pure difference) outside of all relation.  20   Sunyata is not 
something mysterious inhering in the phenomenal but simply the de-
pendently arisen phenomenal world in its lack of essence(s). Emptiness 
and the dependently arisen phenomenal world are not two distinct 
things, but alternative characterizations of the same thing.  21   The , rst 
is (only)  apparently  negative to the point of being nihilistic; the second 
(only)  apparently  positive to the point of being metaphysical. In reality 
there is neither nihilism nor metaphysics, but the middle path. This is 
not to say that the lack of mystery means the absence of wonder. 

 To say that sunyata and  paratityasamutpada  are obverse and reverse 
also means it remains possible to make true and false statements, but 
only in conventional terms. Concepts are rejected only from the ulti-
mate standpoint, and Nagarjuna makes a crucial distinction between 
the conventional and ultimate truth. The ultimate truth cannot even be 
reached except through the terms of the conventional. Conventional 
terms, along with the frameworks of identity and difference they carry 
along with them, are not arbitrary. But they are partial, interested, and 
themselves determined.  Given  the conventions that prescribe identity 
to concepts, empirically true or false statements can be made.  22   The 
problem is that the dilemma of identity and difference makes it impos-
sible for those conventions of identi, cation to establish criteria that dis-
tinguish things absolutely from their conditions. From their own side, 
things remain free “in essence” from the identities and differences con-
ceptually imputed to them, which establish essence.  23   That is, they do 
not inherently exist, they are empty, they are dependently arisen. The 
point is to be able to use such conventional terms and truths up to a 
point, the point at which the necessarily rei, ed terms are taken to be 
the real. For Nagarjuna, therefore, a central distinction is the distinction 
between causes and conditions. A cause would be an event or state that, 
as part of its essence or nature, has the power to bring about an effect. 
Conditions are similarly events, states, or processes that can be used 
to explain other events, states, or processes but without any commit-
ment to hidden or purely logical connections between  explanandum  and 
 explanans . The connection of conditions to effects is therefore neither 
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through absolute difference nor absolute identity.  24   Dependent origi-
nation thus means the lack of inherent existence in phenomena, their 
emptiness. 

 The distinction between conventional and ultimate truth is not the 
distinction between illusion and a transcendent reality. The relation of 
the ultimate truth to the conventional or the ultimate truth about the 
conventional is that the conventional is simply conventional; the identi-
ties it plays with are functions of the play of identity and difference that 
inhere in our grasping. Its terms and relations are empty of inherent ex-
istence. The dialectic is put in play to get us to see we are enmeshed in 
such a predicament, “trapped in conventional reality through the force 
of the delusion of rei, cation”  25    and  that we can emerge from it. “The ul-
timate truth is that every concept is  sunya  in the sense of being essence-
less, and when one is , rmly entrenched in this truth he is said to have 
realized the highest truth … as distinguished from the conventional 
truth … and that is all. That is why it is said to be  tathata , that is thusness 
or suchness.”  26   Or as Gar, eld puts it, “When all error is abandoned and 
we see the world aright, we are no longer ignorant of the true nature of 
things. But this is not because we then apprehend things and their true 
nature. Rather we apprehend that there are no things, per se, and that 
those posited from our side have no nature to understand.”  27   

 One of the most surprising and productive consequences of emp-
tiness as the middle path was the breakdown in the strict distinction 
between samsara and nirvana (or liberation), without which the rise 
to such prominence in the Mahayana of the bodhisattva ideal with its 
limitless compassionate action on behalf of all sentient beings, would 
be dif, cult to imagine. The notion that  “samsara is nirvana”  is often in-
correctly attributed to Nagarjuna, for whom such a judgment of the 
ultimate identity of opposites would be nonsensical. The negation of 
an absolute difference does not imply the necessity of an identity.  28   Nir-
vana, although it cannot be positively described, is not something non-
existent. It is the release from the identi, cation through which samsara 
is reproduced as the belief in and grasping after inherently existent en-
tities.  29   Nirvana or liberation is not a different place or a future time, 
but another way of being here and now; not escape from the world, but 
awakened and enlightened engagement with it.  30   “ Nirvana  is thus non-
different from critical insight par excellence which is free from all es-
sentialist picture thinking.”  31   Such insight cannot be conveyed by way 
of representations. Instead it , nds its expression not in positive theori-
zations and in remaking the world, but in silence, “the highest end for 
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a philosophically enlightened person.”  32   For Nagarjuna, referring to ac-
tion in the sense of grasping, of trying to make something one’s own, 
or capable of being one’s own, “The root of cyclic existence is action. / 
Therefore the wise one does not act. / Therefore the unwise is the agent. 
/ The wise one is not because of his insight.”  33   

 Although critical-destructive, the soteriological purpose is central. 
It is certainly not an end in itself but is meant as a vehicle of deliver-
ance. Nagarjuna makes use of the stock Buddhist metaphor of the raft 
that can and should be left behind, once the far shore is reached. Nega-
tive dialectics is meant to disappear and negate itself once its aims are 
achieved. In exploding essentialist thought-constructions through the 
exposition of their fundamental incoherence, it is aimed at the root con-
ditions of endless misery: “Action and misery come from conceptual 
thought. / This comes from mental fabrication. / Fabrication ceases 
through emptiness.”  34   Deliverance from reifying thought is deliverance 
from the egoism in which one grasps after material things, achieve-
ments to call one’s own, and especially one’s own identity. To realize 
the emptiness of these things is to accept that they neither exist abso-
lutely nor fail to exist. They are insubstantial, transient, and unwor-
thy of the furious and inevitably frustrated passion directed to them. 
“There is little scope for indulging in a rigidly self-centered existence 
arising out of a desperate clinging to immutable essences on the part of 
one, be it an individual or a nation as a whole, who simply takes  sun-
yata  seriously, not to speak of one who has realized the truth of  sunyata  
in  nirvana .”  35   

 In the history of Mahayana Buddhism, taking sunyata seriously led 
to the replacement of the  arhat  ideal with that of the bodhisattva. The 
 arhat  eliminates in himself or herself all passions and suffering, while 
the bodhisattva, through the realization of the emptiness of the distinc-
tion between samsaric existence and nirvana, becomes engaged in/
by the vow to strive for the salvation of all sentient beings. As Gad 
Horowitz points out in response to Robert Magliola’s Buddhist decon-
struction,  36   Buddhism seems to lack an account of the  ethically   obliga-
tory  quality of such a vow. He suggests that the insight into emptiness 
is, at bottom, the ethical discovery of the for-the-other of the human 
self, as understood in the work of Emmanuel Levinas: “The obligation, 
in the darkness of the Other … is the no-space in which the light of 
insight-compassion can appear.”  37   Thus Buddhism could bene, t from 
a “Western” insight into its own condition of possibility. Sakyamuni’s 
enlightenment was itself due to the ethically obligatory bodhisattva 
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vow experienced prior to his historical moment of enlightenment, after 
which he was faced with the decision of whether to teach or not. I will 
suggest in sections II and III below that Buddhism might also be able 
to bene, t from Adorno’s transposition of negative dialectics into the 
realm of the natural-historical, the socio-individual reproduction of 
samsaric suffering. 

 II 

 Adorno and Nagarjuna are separated by enormous cultural and his-
torical differences. But their soteriologies are astoundingly similar in 
aim and, up to a point, in method. Adorno, unlike Nagarjuna, is op-
erating in a philosophical context in which metaphysics is all but uni-
versally agreed to be moribund. Hegelian metaphysics is exhausted. 
Various positivist and pragmatic approaches have taken its place to un-
derwrite the activities of a society progressively losing the ability to 
distinguish between instrumental action oriented by self-preservation 
and power, and liberated experience. Such a culture expresses a thor-
oughly perverse unity of samsara and nirvana, or in Adorno’s terms, 
of myth and enlightenment. The dominant, and in Adorno’s eyes, ut-
terly reactionary response to the rise of scienti, c philosophy is Hei-
degger’s fundamental ontology, in which sentient beings are reduced 
to the role of facilitators of the anonymous and veiled utterances of un-
feeling Being. In this context, unlike Nagarjuna, Adorno will not aim 
simply to undercut metaphysics, but to draw from it a hope that can be 
further secularized. His sympathy for and solidarity with metaphysics 
“at the time of its fall” also includes the acknowledgment that the un-
compromising drive to identity in idealist metaphysics carried with it 
the sense of contradiction between the actual and the real lost in posi-
tivism. Thus, in  Negative Dialectics , his principal interlocutors are Kant 
and Hegel. Nagarjuna was facing many viable metaphysical positions. 
In the administered society, where “satisfactions” and the needs that 
sustain them are induced and doled out to promote and intensify ac-
tivities whose overriding purpose is a quiescent and willing contribu-
tion to the endless expansion of the reproduction of capital, to samsara 
in extremis, it is at least very dif, cult to take to heart the Buddha’s , rst 
and second noble truths, that life is  dukkha  and that its cause is the crav-
ing that gives rise to renewed existence  (samsara).  Nagarjuna’s audience 
probably did not need much urging on this point. He could concentrate 
on the third and fourth truths. Negative dialectics,  38   however, must aim 
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, rst at bringing its audience back to an unhappy consciousness, to an 
experience of “reduced experience.” 

 Adorno’s  Negative Dialectics , much like Nagarjuna, begins by re-
jecting the notion that dialectics implies a view. “It does not begin by 
taking a standpoint.”  39   It is not the march of Reason through history, 
realizing the ultimate identity of identity with non-identity, unifying 
all partial views in the Absolute, in Reason. “The crux is what hap-
pens in it, not a thesis or a position.”  40   It is, in this sense, thoroughly 
anti-metaphysical, not aiming to name the real, even negatively, a  via 
negativa  but not a negative theology. Instead, it is unending critique to 
the  n th degree, a “meta-critical turn against  prima   philosophia ,”  41   meta-
critical because, unlike Kant, it does not ground any ultimate categories 
transcendentally. 

 Negative dialectics, Adorno announces, “is not a program of knowl-
edge”  42   but a protest against the mechanism of thought’s conceptual-
ity.  43   He recognizes and even intends that it will offend – and it certainly 
does offend the pretensions of thought to , nality and unity, certainty 
and primacy. It will be experienced as vertigo and denounced as bot-
tomless and even nihilist by the bureaucratic mentality, which is the 
inheritor of dogmatic metaphysics.  44   But it is not nihilist, at least inas-
much as it aims beyond and “eschews” relativism  45   and renders “bind-
ing statements without a system,”  46   truths that are “suspended and 
frail” because of their “temporal substance.” To say that the  substance  
of truth is frail and temporal is to imply, as Nagarjuna implies, that 
neither identity nor difference quali, es the real, and also that there is 
a distinction to be made between the conventional and the ultimate 
truth. The latter distinction appears not only in the use of the concepts 
of the philosophical tradition, but in Adorno’s constant recursion to 
the limited and temporal truth-value of the positions subjected to dia-
lectical scrutiny, to what Critical Theory calls determinate negation.  47   
 Negative Dialectics  begins to assume the lineaments of the middle path, 
neither nihilist nor eternalist. Such adherence is also visible in its re-
lation to systematic thought, especially idealist systematics. Although 
negative dialectics identi, es the system, the aim to reduce all possible 
experience to the smallest number of universal and necessary proposi-
tions, as “belly turned mind,” as a “paranoid zeal to tolerate nothing 
else” and detects that “rage is the mark of each and every idealism,”  48   
he insists that negative dialectics is not the - ight into the opposite of 
systems, since it aims to perceive the individual moment in its imma-
nent connection with others.  49   This is its inheritance from systematic 
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metaphysics, in parallel, as we shall see, with Nagarjuna’s adherence to 
conditions rather than causes. 

 Thus a “possible de, nition” of negative dialectics, which Nagarjuna 
might have appreciated, is “a thinking against thought.”  50   This is not 
a blanket rejection, neither complete silence nor meaningless babble; 
it recognizes the need to use the conventional truths and concepts as 
vehicles to transcend the delusions that the concept brings with it. But 
it still traf, cs in the currency of thought and does not lead to its “van-
ishing.”  51   Yet it aims to “transcend the natural context and its delusion 
without imposing its rule on this context.” And because of this it is like 
a raft. It will pass like the antagonistic society of which it is the frail and 
temporal truth.  52   It must even turn against itself, “in the very negation 
of the negation that will not become a positing”; its “form of hope” is 
that “it will not come to rest in itself as though it were total.”  53   

 It is  against thought  – not simply these or those thoughts, or against 
ideologies, although this is crucial, but against the delusions that follow 
from the traps set by the concept, by identity thinking, even though “one 
cannot think without identifying.”  54   “To think is to identify,” while dia-
lectics is “the consistent sense of non-identity.”  55   Negative dialectics is 
thus not a new form or system of positive thought, although it contains 
moments of critical positivity. The primary delusion in identity is that 
it “depreciates a thing to a sample of its species.”  56   Identity grasps after 
what transcends conditioned existence, proclaims itself and to an extent 
whatever falls under it, to have inherent existence, thus maintaining the 
delusive duality of subject and object,  57   which in its turn orchestrates the 
possibilities of a purely instrumental action underlying the development 
of social domination. And domination ends up in the endless social-sys-
temic repetition of a self-enforced self-preservation that can persist only 
by denying the difference that de, nes it, the domination of so-called na-
ture. In the administered society, domination becomes the samsara it al-
ways was, and vice versa. As Nagarjuna put it, “Action and misery come 
from conceptual thought. / This comes from mental fabrication.”  58   Un-
fortunately for Adorno, and for the rest of us, he was able to witness the 
reductio ad absurdum of identity or inherent existence beyond anything 
Nagarjuna could have imagined. This reductio was made visible at Aus-
chwitz, where it was “no longer the individual who died, but a speci-
men.”  59   “Genocide is the absolute integration … Auschwitz con, rmed 
the philosopheme of pure identity as death.”  60   

 The identity required by thought is anything but innocent or neu-
tral. But where Nagarjuna conquers identity with it own weapons, by 
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way of the dilemma of identity and difference, Adorno approaches 
what he terms “the disenchantment of the concept”  61   by a different yet 
compatible route. From Adorno’s perspective, what Nagarjuna is doing 
makes eminently good sense, because contradiction indicates the un-
truth of identity, “the fact that the concept does not exhaust the thing 
conceived.” In dialectics, contradiction is necessary because “the ap-
pearance of identity is inherent in thought itself, in its pure form.” But 
since the total identity towards which thought strives “is structured to 
accord with logic … whose core is the principle of the excluded middle, 
whatever differs in quality comes to be designated as contradiction. 
 Contradiction is non-identity under the aspect of identity .”  62   And it is true 
that Nagarjuna cannot achieve the thoroughgoing destruction of iden-
tity (including the identity of nihility) without a sometimes tacit appeal 
to aspects or qualities of experience that do not , t with inherent exis-
tence, but do , t with emptiness. The emptiness of inherent existence, 
the non-identity screened by identity, is not found a priori, without ex-
perience.  63   For Adorno, to say that “objects do not go into their con-
cept without leaving a remainder”  64   is tacitly to assert the emptiness, 
in Nagarjuna’s sense, of the  concept. Thus both no longer exclude the 
middle between identity and difference. 

 But Adorno divagates by appealing directly to the experience that 
escapes the concept. In part this is because metaphysics already has in 
the modern West many critics and quite a bad name, but also because 
he is concerned with powerful political and philosophical ideologies, 
including orthodox Marxisms, that propagate and/or are limited by 
identity-thinking. Ideology is not de, ned by its content but by the sub-
sumption of something primary, something independent and substan-
tial, permanent and inherently existent.  65   But for Adorno, the concept 
also tacitly reaches beyond its own identifying function. It is not only 
identi, cation, for it presupposes contact with realities that call for their 
formulation. To be able to be rid of “conceptual fetishism”  66   is to pos-
tulate an already existent “capacity to experience the object,”  67   which 
shows up in sensibility as the ability to discriminate.  68   In the construc-
tion of identities, the discrimination of qualities that takes place at the 
perceptual level is transformed into the negative difference, the logic 
of mutual exclusion, through which the delusion of unity and perma-
nence, or inherent existence, can be established. 

 This thinking against thought, which recognizes both the dependence 
of thought on sensibility and thought’s own recoil against the passiv-
ity of sensibility into the purity and independence of essence, does not, 
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like the tradition, aim at unity.  69   To aim at unity already presupposes 
a duality to be united, while pursuing identity is exactly the produc-
tion of that reduced experience, which production is for  Negative Dialec-
tics , as it is for Nagarjuna, the root delusion. Negative dialectics instead 
has as its goal not to take identity for the goal,  70   to cancel the aim of 
capturing the in, nite in the , nite.  71   This end requires the thoroughgo-
ing disenchantment of the concept. Rather than offer direct analyses of 
the incoherence of assumptions of inherent existence, which Nagarjuna 
develops, however, Adorno thinks that the central shift required is a 
second Copernican turn beyond the Kantian. This would mean the ini-
tiation of a subject-object dialectic  72   but one unlike the Hegelian, which 
left the subject’s primacy over the object unchallenged.  73   Primacy for 
the object does not mean granting inherent existence to either subject 
or object, or both.  74   But it does entail recourse to what Adorno calls the 
object’s “preponderance.” The concept opens itself dialectically to this 
reversal and this preponderance out of the very striving for identity in-
herent in it: what Adorno appropriates from Hegel’s dialectic is not the 
goal of identity, or the demonstration of its attainment, or the logic of 
categorial contradiction and synthesis, but the supposition and proce-
dure from the  Phenomenology  (primarily from its preface) that “because 
the subject does not make the object, it can really only ‘look on,’ and 
the cognitive maxim is to assist in that process.”  75   For Adorno, a “cog-
nition that is to bear fruit” would mean the subject, in relinquishing its 
goals of identity and identi, cation, “will throw itself to the objects  a 
fond perdu. ”  76   It means that “if the thought really yielded to the object, if 
its attention were on the object, not its category, the very objects would 
start talking under the lingering eye.”  77   Not that their ultimate identi-
, cation would be made. The importance of aesthetics to Adorno lies 
primarily in art’s all-but-self-conscious practice of failing at identi, ca-
tion while looking on and speaking for things, often enough for their 
agony. Adorno’s analysis often ironically mimics the Hegelian dialectic, 
but only up to a point, the point at which the object, such as “enlight-
enment,” turns into its “opposite,” “myth,” which turns out to have al-
ready been what it seemed to negate: already “enlightenment.” It is the 
consistent practice of identi, cation that thus ends up working against 
itself, producing its own apparent difference. The tactic of negative di-
alectic is to re- ect on and re- ect the self-positing and eventual self-
destruction of identi, cation, and this tactic follows from the consistent 
practice of “only looking on,” from the consistent sense of non-identity. 
The result is not any form of positive knowledge of the object, but the 



270 Asher Horowitz

bare “emptiness” (not non-existence) of the concepts and phenomena 
it subjects to scrutiny. 

 The experience of non-adequation in the concept, and thus the failure 
of reconcilement, is the motor of its potential disenchantment.  78   Such 
disenchantment  may  open the concept and the knower to the radical 
insuf, ciency of identity – to its own emptiness, to its non-difference 
from difference. The object’s preponderance does  not  mean the positing 
of a transcendent Reality making possible our experience, like the Kan-
tian noumenon; nor does it mean access to an immediate experience of 
objectivity.  79   A minimum of the thing outside the subject’s categories 
is suf, cient to spoil identity as a whole, and this minimum is not be-
yond, but already in the realm of  possible  experience.  80   Disenchantment 
requires no unknowable but necessary ground for the empirical world. 
It does imply, however, the relinquishment by the subject of its claim 
to constitute the world. The categorial schemata through which a de 
facto constitution takes place are themselves relative and determined, 
themselves conventional,  historical  phenomena with a  relative  truth-
value to be ascertained in re- ection. As with Nagarjuna, the ultimate 
truth is not a truth about a transcendent reality beyond the realm of il-
lusion, but a truth about the emptiness of conventional categories. Thus 
Adorno notes that Kant’s categories of subjective experience are not 
cognitive ultimates, but that with progressive experience cognition can 
break through them.  81   The aim of thinking against thought is a “knowl-
edge of the absolute which is not an absolute knowledge.”  82   This would 
mean that in the insight into the emptiness of the categories, what is 
recovered is suchness. The recovery of such suchness is also a function 
of the aesthetic recourse to “semblance,” which Adorno strictly differ-
entiates from illusion.  83   The preponderance of the object follows from 
the meta-critical turn Adorno gives to Kant’s Copernican revolution, 
and vice versa. Adorno relativizes and makes conventional both the 
Kantian categories of possible experience and the transcendental sub-
ject correlative with those categories. As with Hegel, the subject and 
the categories of subjectivity have a history. Unlike Hegel, that history 
is the non-teleological, material, and pragmatic “natural-history” of “a 
society unaware of itself,”  84   one that is “samsarically” imprisoned in its 
own survival mechanism  85   and repeats in ever more technically sophis-
ticated but destructive forms the paroxysm of identi, cation, which is its 
primordial form of attachment to its world.  86   The transcendental sub-
ject so closely linked to bourgeois society as its apparently substantial 
source is empty because it is a function of this history. The supposedly 
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spontaneous and constitutive I turns out to be more of a thing than 
its own psychological content, which, from the Kantian perspective, is 
seen as naturalistic and rei, ed.  87   Metaphysical freedom turns out to be 
a function of its constitution with and by a society driven by identity 
taking the form of the rule of equivalence required and propagated by 
the capitalist mode of production. It is not true that the object is a sub-
ject, but it is true that the subject is an object;  88   that is, true that the sub-
ject has no inherently existent essence, that it is empty. It is an object in 
the sense that it is its otherness.  89   

 As with Nagarjuna’s, Adorno’s thinking against thought remains a 
thinking. For the former, the destruction of inherent existence not only 
leaves open the realm of conventional truths but af, rms the dependent 
origination of all things. The distinction between causes and conditions 
that follows allows for the explanatory, aetiological, and soteriological 
employment of the twelve links of dependent origination.  90   Yet none of 
these links can be taken any longer as inherently existent, as ultimate or 
prior. The suffering subject cannot be , nally reduced to any one or even 
a set of them. Adorno’s echo is in the notion of thinking in constella-
tions, which, following from the preponderance of the object is, among 
other things, meant to replace the metaphysical bent of the many forms 
of Marxian reductionism. Thinking in constellations involves the reten-
tion of concepts, but concepts used as if without identity in themselves 
and referring themselves to the non-identical. The  explanandum  of the 
constellation, as with Nagarjuna’s “conditions,” cannot even be easily 
separated from the  explanans ; both are moments of a process that can-
not be rei, ed in a logic. “Cognition of the object in its constellation is 
cognition of the process stored in the object. As a constellation, theo-
retical thought circles the object it would like to unseal, hoping that 
it may - y open like the lock of a well-guarded safe-deposit box: in re-
sponse not to a single key or a single number, but to a combination of 
numbers.”  91   The box, it must be understood, is ultimately “empty.” As 
a product of natural-historic activity it originates dependent upon the 
very forces of identi, cation now aimed at unsealing it. None of the cat-
egories of negative dialectics are ultimate, prior, or , nal. 

 III 

 As with Nagarjuna, the root delusion of identi, cation is for Adorno 
a function of the grasping that is a part of embodied, samsaric exis-
tence. Nagarjuna: “Conditioned by feeling is craving. / Craving arises 
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because of feeling. / When it appears there is grasping.”  92   For Adorno 
there are no facts of consciousness not mixed with pain and pleasure, 
desire and aversion – feeling and craving. All mental things are modi-
, cations of physical impulse, and both body and mind are abstractions 
of their experience.  93   The root delusion of identity in the concept is, 
for him, a function of the  mimetic  impulse, similar to what Nagarjuna 
calls, in very traditional Buddhist terms, “grasping.” However, with 
the concept of mimesis, Adorno begins not so much to part company 
with Nagarjuna, but perhaps to supplement him in a way that could 
indicate to Mahayanists a possible extension of their soteriology into 
history. 

 Mimesis is misunderstood as being simply the urge to imitate, copy, 
represent, or take on the characteristics of something other on the part 
of a self or subject. It is, “primordially” one might say, the desire to be 
what there is contact with before there is a self to make contact. But 
even this formulation too much separates subject and object, for in the 
mimetic relation the desire of being is granted once and for all. “One” 
is “the object.” And that is all there is. There could be nothing more 
powerful, more seemingly permanent, more seemingly inherently exis-
tent. In negative dialectics, it is the mimetic impulse that stands behind 
and inside all historically differentiated and developed forms of iden-
ti, cation, be they cognitive, psychological, or practical. And mimesis 
is understood not simply as a condition of individual existence, but as 
internally mediated by the social forms that mediate the mimetizing 
individuals who embody and, in perception, cognition, and action, re-
produce those forms along with all of their tensions and contradictions. 
According to Nagarjuna, and fundamental to all of Buddhism, is the 
notion that the tendency to reify is innate and is one of the root delu-
sions, a “primal ignorance” that is separate from mere social conven-
tion  94   and underpins the fundamental “de, lements” of greed, hatred, 
and confusion. The insight into emptiness, in eliminating the fabri-
cation of essence, undoes this delusion and liberates the enlightened 
being from compulsive rei, cation. To reify, to think that things either 
exist inherently or fail to exist, will be to overvalue oneself, one’s pos-
sessions, achievements, performances.  95   Adorno’s “mimesis” is also ar-
guably innate. But it is, as dependently originating and empty, more 
than that as well, and he would , nd the Madhyamika treatment of it 
to be one-sided. The social institutions of domination require, in pass-
ing historical forms, the very subjects of the root delusion, who in turn 
adapt to, adopt and repeat those institutions as “natural,” as inherently 



Adorno and Emptiness 273

existent. Mimesis may be innate but it is never pure. Can Nagarjuna ac-
cept this? Yes, because rei, cation itself would have to be seen as empty 
of inherent existence, otherwise full liberation would be impossible. To 
borrow from Marcuse, Adorno’s colleague in negative dialectics, there 
is the need to differentiate, albeit conventionally, between a basic and a 
surplus mimesis. For Adorno, the mimetic is even essential to undoing 
the identi, cation of which it is the root. Both poison and (at least part of 
the) cure. This is because the concept must refer back to the contact and 
perceptual discrimination of in, nite qualitative differences of which it 
is the abstraction. Thus even, perhaps especially, the most identifying 
of theories already carries with it the guilty knowledge that as it identi-
, es it fails in identi, cation. 

 For Buddhism it is possible for some, perhaps a relatively very few, 
to cut through the surplus and the basic delusion and, with the aid of 
a teacher, “on their own.” But the root delusion is both constituted and 
modulated in a social reproduction that takes place earlier than and 
over the heads even of bodhisattvas. Nagarjuna’s distinction between 
the conventional and the ultimate truth would be both accepted by 
Adorno and found wanting. The ultimate truth needs to be put to use 
not only to enlighten individuals, whole nations of individuals one at a 
time, but to destroy the ideologies that sustain the institutions of domi-
nation that produce the individuals who cannot but reify – and thereby 
those institutions themselves. There are much, much better and much, 
much worse conventions and conventional truths. Not all conventional 
truths are merely conventional truths. Some conventional truths are 
moments of ideologies of domination. Negative dialectics in general 
needs to move beyond the categories and assumptions of metaphys-
ics into the critique of the ideologies of domination, and in such a way 
as to preserve the emptiness of the truths with which the ideological is 
perceived  as  ideological. This is what Adorno does. 

 Buddhism has developed myriad forms of teaching, of community 
and of social engagement. But it does not seem to have addressed the 
socio-historical sources (and a source is not a cause in Nagarjuna’s 
sense) of the root delusion. Nothing should stop it from doing so, from 
becoming historico-soteriological. In doing so it would , nd Adorno 
and Critical Theory a valuable ally. There are small signs that as part of 
the process of the absorption of Buddhism in the West the notion of a 
Marxian-Buddhist alignment is possible. One recent exhortation to ef-
fect such an alignment argues that Buddhism and Marx are compatible 
and that the former addresses the sources of internal suffering, while 
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the latter addresses the sources of external suffering.  96   This way of ap-
proaching the issue tends to reify “internal” and “external.” But Ador-
no’s negative dialectics goes a step beyond in addressing the internal 
sources of external suffering and the external sources of internal suffer-
ing without reifying either. If either positive knowledge or instrumen-
tal action is the criterion of success, then Adorno will have failed. But 
if emptiness and liberation from identity-thinking are to be the criteria, 
then it is only through the conventions of a hyper-samsaric existence 
that Adorno’s glass is seen as failed, as empty. 
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