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Introduction
Conflicting discourses within radical environmentalism remain caught at an impasse. Many radical environmental groups in the United States, including Earth First! and the Rainforest Action Network, operate within the discourse of deep ecology. Deep ecologists stress the importance of developing a consciousness of “the holistic nature of the ecological webs in which every individual is enmeshed,” which appreciates the intrinsic value of each and every member of this web as well as the value of the organic unity itself.
 This discourse manifests itself in a politics primarily concerned with preserving tracts of wilderness as well as limiting human activities that significantly encroach upon the habitats of other living entities. It should not be surprising that people who profit from or whose livelihoods depend upon resource extracting industries might object to the movement’s demands. Deep ecologists receive some of their harshest criticism, however, from proponents of social ecology who often deride both the theory and practice of deep ecology. Murray Bookchin, for example, argues that by emphasizing the importance of cultivating a new consciousness, deep ecologists fail to acknowledge the need to change social institutions and structures that perpetuate the destruction of non-human nature. Bookchin also opposes deep ecologists’ tendency to reduce human activity to a mere niche in the ecosystem, since this has the effect of mystifying the existence of other living entities while denigrating the importance of humanity’s capacity to reason.


In this paper I argue that Theodor Adorno’s conceptualization of the relationship between humanity and nature can move beyond this dispute by incorporating valuable insights from both movements and by refusing to posit either ideological or material forces as the exclusive source of environmental degradation. This potential in Adorno’s thought stems from his effort to problematize and provide an alternative to what Marshall Sahlins calls “the endemic Western antinomy of a worldless subject confronting a thoughtless object.”
 Adorno insists that this strict division merely represents the human condition at a particular historical juncture. When the subject imagines itself radically independent of the object in the sense that no mediations occur between it and the object, the subject tends to dominate the object. Minimizing the domination that stems from the subject’s imposition of concepts on objects that necessarily exceed these concepts requires not a complete rejection of the separation of subject and object, but rather an acknowledgement of the reciprocity that exists between them. In addition to suggesting how the subject might encounter the object without domination, Adorno initiates what he refers to as the second Copernican turn: the turn toward the primacy of the object. This involves gaining an appreciation of the ways in which the subject itself is also an object, as well how the object exceeds the concepts that the subject brings to the epistemic encounter. While the relationship between subject and object cannot be reduced to the relationship between humanity and nature, Adorno clearly intends his abstract account of the former to address the more practical aspects of the latter.

This paper takes the following form: First, I briefly describe the discourse of deep ecology and the critique of this discourse from the perspective of social ecology to frame and explain the significance of the problem that Adorno’s theory has the potential to resolve. Next, I turn to Adorno’s critique of the separation between subject and object with recourse to Marx’s account of the commodity form and its further application by Georg Lukács. What sets Adorno apart from Marx and Lukács is his emphasis on the particular historical manifestation in capitalist modernity of the thinking subject’s approach to self-preservation qua living being. This approach leads Adorno to address humanity’s domination of nature in relation to his critique of the unbridgeable separation between subject and object. Similarly, in his rare moments of utopian speculation regarding the proper relationship between subject and object, one gleans an insight into Adorno’s account of the appropriate relationship between humanity and non-human nature. Finally, I respond to the criticism that by pessimistically arguing that the world has become so thoroughly rationalized through the pervasiveness of instrumental thinking that taking a critical stance is no longer possible, Adorno fails to address adequately how humanity might bring about a reconcilement with nature. This critique, I argue, misrecognizes the question that Adorno asks in relation to ethical and political practice. The question is not “What is to be done?” but rather “What, at this point in history, prevents people from engaging in transformative action?” Adorno’s answer to this latter question has implications for the politics of radical ecology. In short, radical environmentalists ought to direct their attention towards the structural conditions that preclude people from experiencing the environment in ways that reveal how non-human nature cannot be reduced to “quantitatively fungible fields for human control and manipulation.”

What Is Deep Ecology?

In 1973 Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess introduced the concept of deep ecology by distinguishing it from reformist environmentalism, which aims to minimize pollution and conserve resources for the sake of maintaining the health and standard of living of human populations in the developed world. In contrast to this “shallow” approach to environmental politics, the deep ecology movement offers a more comprehensive vision based on principles Naess derives from the science of ecology. First, Naess argues that deep ecology rejects “the human-in-environment image in favor of the relational, total-field image”
 that posits

Organisms as knots in the biospherical net or field of intrinsic relations. An intrinsic relation between two things A and B such that the relation belongs to the definitions or basic constitutions of A and B, so that without the relation, A and B are no longer the same things.

In other words, humans and other living entities belong to ecosystems in which a single entity depends on some or all of the other entities for survival such that it can only be understood with respect to the others. One might say that this constitutes the ecological moment in the discourse of deep ecology, which argues that ethical implications follow from a relational understanding of the environment. As one acknowledges the interdependency that exists between all forms of life including humans, it becomes difficult, if not impossible, to claim that one organism, species, or ecosystem is of greater importance than any other component. The deep ecology principle of “biospheric egalitarianism,” according to which each form of life holds “the equal right to live and blossom,” expresses the moral significance of the interrelatedness of natural entities.
 By denying humans a privileged position in the biospherical net and by arguing that all forms of life have intrinsic value, deep ecologists firmly reject anthropocentric approaches to environmental issues.


While the discourse of deep ecology derives several platform principles from its relational understanding of the environment that articulate and promote ethical and political action from a biocentric perspective, most deep ecologists acknowledge the difficulty of motivating people to engage in such activities. In other words, convincing people of the validity and importance of biocentric principles may not be sufficient in moving them to adopt the radical adjustments in lifestyle that these principles demand. To address this shortcoming, deep ecologists encourage people to develop an enlarged understanding of the self by identifying with the biosphere to which they belong:

We need an environmental ethics, but when people feel they unselfishly give up, even sacrifice, their interest in order to show love for Nature, this is probably in the long run a treacherous basis for conservation. Through identification they may come to see their own interest served by conservation, through genuine self-love, love of a widened and deepened self.…The requisite care flows naturally if the ‘self’ is widened and deepened so that protection of free Nature is felt and conceived as protection of ourselves.

The “deep” form of identification advocated by Naess moves beyond empathetic sentimentality directed towards human and non-human beings by challenging people to extend their notion of selfhood to include the natural entities upon which their life depends. 


Naess realizes that it is not possible for people to survive without killing some forms of life, but he also recognizes the importance of placing limits on human practices since many people currently interact with the non-human world in a way that threatens the very existence of the biosphere. Framing the issue as a problem of “excessive…human interference with the non-human world,” Naess and George Sessions argue that reversing this trend constitutes another principle of deep ecology and gesture toward ways in which this might be accomplished.
 Deep ecologists tend to measure the well-being of the biosphere in terms of abundance and diversity of various forms of life. These factors are valued not only insofar as they enable forms of life to flourish, but also for their own sake. Since non-human forms of life have equal intrinsic value, Naess and Sessions claim that humans have an obligation to refrain from “reduc[ing] this richness and diversity to satisfy vital needs,” leaving the notion of “vital needs” intentionally ambiguous.
 There is, however, little ambiguity within the deep ecology movement as to what this duty requires politically: the setting aside of large tracts of wilderness free from human encroachment.


Reflecting on the theory and practice of the deep ecology movement reveals the ironies, if not outright contradictions, of its discourse. On the one hand, deep ecologists posit a relational account of interactions that occur between the diverse human and non-human entities in the environment. On the other hand, their solution to the problem of motivating people to embrace a biocentric approach to life involves expanding the notion of the self to encompass the entire biosphere. The relation between self “A” and non-human other “B” such that A and B cannot be defined in isolation from each other gets reduced to the equation A=B. Moreover, according to some deep ecologists the political project that stems from the acceptance of biocentric principles and the identification with a larger ecological self involves preserving wilderness areas from human intervention. In other words, the practical implications that arise when the self identifies with nature, when A=B, result in the separation of humans from nature, effectively rendering AB. In order to respect nature, people must understand the self to encompass nature. Yet in order to preserve nature people must remove themselves from it.

Intellectuals and activists associated with the social ecology movement, especially Murray Bookchin, offer the most thorough analysis of the troubling consequences that result from the discourse of the deep ecology movement. I will now turn to Bookchin’s critique of deep ecology.

Social Ecology


Bookchin’s critique of deep ecology strikes at the core of the movement’s theoretical platform: its commitment to biospheric egalitarianism. To claim that all species have intrinsic value, argues Bookchin, requires humanity to dissolve the ontological divide between humans and other species by either attributing human qualities to non-human beings through anthropomorphism or refusing to grant humanity a privileged position within the ecosystem. Deep ecologists often take the latter approach which leads them to denigrate the ethical and liberatory potential of humanity as well as misrecognize the causes of ecological degradation: “In failing to emphasize the unique characteristics of human societies and to give full due to the self-reflective role of human consciousness, deep ecologists essentially evade the social roots of the ecological crisis.”
 For Bookchin, humanity’s domination of non-human nature stems from hierarchical relations within human society such as capitalist exploitation, colonialism, racism, and sexism. The deep ecology movement’s characterization of humanity as a monolithic species, however, prevents it from addressing these issues of social justice that must be overcome before humanity as a whole can establish a proper relationship with non-human nature.

Furthermore, Bookchin levels an internal critique against deep ecologists by arguing that their conceptualization of nature and their insistence upon biospheric egalitarianism “presupposes that it separate itself from a purely nichelike animal existence.”
 The claim that people are just another species inhabiting the biosphere amounts to a denial of the intellectual capacities characteristic of human beings. If humans were merely filling another niche in the ecosystem then it would not be possible for them to bestow intrinsic value upon all other forms of life. Instead of striving for “oneness” with nature by positing an ecological self, people must learn to accept the duality between humans and nature that must exist if they are to achieve their unique potential. Bookchin uses the term “duality” to avoid the negative connotations of the term “dualism” and claims that it describes a wide range of relationships. In hierarchical societies, “otherness” leads to “very destructive relationships characterized by opposition, domination, and antagonism,” but Bookchin notes that it “may also take the form of differentiation, of articulation, of complementarity….”
 Deep ecology’s attempt to dismantle humanity’s mastery over nature by advocating a biocentric outlook simply replaces one hierarchy for another. By dismissing the liberatory potential of people’s unique quality of self-consciousness by treating humanity as simply one species among many, the deep ecology movement implicitly endorses its submission to nature.


Bookchin rightly criticizes the deep ecology movement’s inadequate social analysis, which has led some of its proponents to promote troubling approaches to politics, as evidenced by one high-profile deep ecologist’s affirmation of reactionary measures to curb immigration into the United States and population growth in the “third world.” Yet some of Bookchin’s arguments against biospheric egalitarianism seem misguided. First, Bookchin has a tendency to conflate two meanings of anthropocentrism in the context of environmental ethics. On the one hand, anthropocentrism can refer to the source of ethical significance, in the sense that people confer value on other species. As Andrew Dobson argues, this “weak” form of anthropocentrism “is an unavoidable feature of the human condition.”
 On the other hand, “strong” anthropocentrism refers to the way in which a non-human species is valued only insofar as it serves human ends. Species, however, can be valued intrinsically, that is to say for their own sake, as opposed to being valued merely instrumentally. Bookchin equates the deep ecology movement’s rejection of “strong” anthropocentrism with an absurd  opposition to “weak” anthropocentrism, but the former need not collapse into the latter. Rather, deep ecologists can attribute intrinsic values to non-human beings and thus commit “weak,” but not “strong,” anthropocentrism.

Second, Bookchin insists that biospheric egalitarianism entails equating humans with non-human species by either anthropomorphizing the former or denigrating the latter. Appeals to the possibility of non-hierarchical differentiation notwithstanding, this argument assumes that the inclusion of non-human beings into the ethical sphere must occur on the grounds that these beings participate in human qualities, that the extension of moral significance beyond humanity must be done on the basis of sameness or similarity. What deep ecologists seem to be arguing, however, is that all species are equal in the sense that they all have intrinsic value, and that this value stems from each species’ unique contribution to the ecosystem. By positing a relational account of the biosphere that acknowledges the interdependency of human and non-human living beings, deep ecologists highlight the importance of the former taking into account the well-being of the latter in ethical decision-making. What does not necessarily follow, as Bookchin points out, is that the well-being of one node on the ecological web must carry equal weight as another when determining the proper course of moral action. The claim that all species have intrinsic value differs from the claim that all species have an equal right to live and flourish, but deep ecologists tend to collapse this distinction. In other words, rejecting “strong” anthropocentrism does not necessarily require people to hold the same duties and obligations in relation to non-human species as they do in relation to other people.

Finally, Bookchin does not draw an adequate connection between hierarchical structures within human communities and humanity’s domination of nature. This is to say that it is not clear why the abolition of systems of oppression amongst humans will necessarily reconcile the relationship between humanity and non-human nature. I do not mean to suggest that Bookchin’s vision of radical democracy ought to be abandoned in favor of the establishment of an elite body of ecological guardians that will guarantee green outcomes. Instead, I would like to leave open the possibility that social hierarchies might structure the way in which people think such that their implications live on long after their demise. 

Promising moments, as well as some theoretical shortcomings, exist in the discourses of both deep and social ecology. On the one hand, deep ecologists offer a relational understanding of the biosphere, highlight the role that consciousness plays in perpetuating human domination over nature, stress the importance of valuing non-human entities intrinsically, and pose the problem of motivating people to action. Their solution, however, moves away from the relational account of interactions between humanity and other species by positing a totalizing ecological self and advocating a politics of non-interference. Deep ecologists assume that all species are equal in principle while replacing one hierarchical relationship for another in practice by advocating the preservation of nature at the expense of humanity. On the other hand, social ecologists recognize the need for a social analysis of ecological crises and suggest the possibility of differentiation without hierarchy or domination, yet tend to reduce the cause of humanity’s domination of nature to systematic forms of oppression within the human community and overlook important insights of deep ecology by conflating “weak” and “strong” forms of anthropocentrism.

The larger project of radical environmentalism would greatly benefit from some sort of synthesis between these conflicting movements. One reason such an integration would be unlikely is that some deep and social ecologists tend to exaggerate the extent to which their theoretical commitments diverge, thus overlooking crucial moments of shared understanding. Naess, for example, articulates the principle of assuming an “anti-class posture” amongst humans on the grounds that both the exploiting and exploited classes “are adversely affected in their potentialities of self-realization.”
 For his part, Bookchin acknowledges the importance of complementing social change with an ideological transformation: “beyond any shadow of a doubt, we direly need an ecological sensibility—one that is marked by a sense of wonder for natural evolution and the splendor of the biosphere in its many varied forms.”
 Attempts at reconciling the differences between deep ecologists and social ecologists have been made by emphasizing this common ground between the two movements, yet the larger radical environmentalist movement remains fragmented at the expense of effective political action. Instead of supporting each other in campaigns that reflect the overlapping interests and demands of their respective approaches, deep and social ecologists continue to expend precious time and energy on in-fighting that would be better spent working together in pursuit of social and environmental transformation. Jeffrey Ellis attributes the difficulty and in certain cases lack of desire in resolving this dispute to the tendency of both sides to criticize “one another for misidentifying or overemphasizing a particular root cause at the expense of a more significant, and hence essential, cause of the crisis.”
 A convergence between social and deep ecology will not occur so long as each movement clings to its respective root cause of either material or ideological forces.


At this point I think that it would be beneficial to step away from these discourses and entertain the possibility that an outside intervention might be able to move radical ecology beyond its current standstill. I turn to Adorno’s particular approach to critical theory because it offers an interesting account of humanity’s mastery over non-human nature that recognizes the intertwinement of structures of oppression with forms of thought without privileging one as the single root cause. Moreover, ecocentric political theorists and social ecologists alike acknowledge the relevance of Adorno’s thought for their own theoretical inquiries, even though most conclude that his pessimism prevents him from adequately addressing political concerns. I will respond to this critique after making my initial case for the importance of Adorno’s work for radical environmental thought. 

Adorno and the Separation between Subject and Object


A common strand running throughout Adorno’s thought is a critique of traditional philosophy’s account of the relationship between subject and object, a relationship that receives its most thorough treatment in the essay “On Subject and Object.” With his penchant for paradox, Adorno declares that “the separation of subject and object is both real and semblance.”
 The account of subject and object that portrays the division between them as unbridgeable and fails to acknowledge their reciprocal mediations is real in the sense that it reflects the relationship between subject and object at this particular historical juncture, but this condition should not be ontologized by interpreting the absolute separation of subject and object as a necessary and timeless feature of existence. What about modernity makes the rigid separation between subject and object real? I think that Adorno’s answer closely follows Georg Lukács’ diagnosis of modern society as being structured fundamentally by the commodity form.

While many Marxists characterize capitalism primarily as a system of private property that enables property owners to earn profit through the exploitation of workers, Lukács emphasizes the totalizing tendencies of commodity exchange under capitalism. Marx begins Capital with an analysis of the commodity, demonstrating how the process of exchange abstracts away from the incommensurate use-values of products. When two products confront each other in exchange their values appear to be merely quantitatively, not qualitatively distinct, although their use-values remain intact. A piece of wood, for example, can be used to build a house and a bag of flour can be used to bake a loaf of bread, but one cannot build a house with flour or bake a loaf of bread with wood. In other words, their use-values are incompatible. Yet through exchange these products as commodities seem to share the same kind of value, albeit in different amounts, insofar as a given number of pieces of wood can be traded for a given number of bags of flour, in accordance with the amount of abstract labor exerted to produce each of these commodities. If it takes twice as much labor power to manufacture a piece of wood than it does to process a bag of flour, then a piece of wood can be exchanged for two bags of flour. Based on this analysis, Marx concludes the following: 

…the commodity-form, and the value-relation of the products of labor within which it appears, have absolutely no connection with the physical nature of the commodity and the material relations arising out of this. It is nothing but the definite social relation between men themselves which assumes here, for them, the fantastic form of a relation between things.

When commodities embody social relations through the process of exchange, it becomes difficult to imagine capitalist society as anything but natural and the qualitative moments of products appear to be irrelevant. 

Lukács draws out the implications of Marx’s account by arguing that the commodity form influences all aspects of social life including law, science, and even the seemingly autonomous realm of philosophy. Since the value of commodities stems from abstract labor measured in time, an increase in worker productivity yields a greater amount of value created within the same amount of time. Lukács describes the development of the production process in Weberian terms as “a continuous trend towards greater rationalization, the progressive elimination of the qualitative, human, and individual attributes of the worker.”
 The principle of rationalization, like the principle of exchange, operates on the basis of that which can be quantified or calculated, and transforms both the subject (the worker) and the object (the product) of production. On the one hand, specialization and the division between mental and material labor atomize “the organic, irrational, and qualitatively determined unity of the product.”
 In turn, this fragmentation of the object brings about the shattering of the subject of production: “the human qualities and idiosyncrasies of the worker appear increasingly as mere sources of error.”

Similarities exist between this account of rationalization’s effects on the labor process and the principles of deep ecology. As noted earlier, deep ecologists tend to emphasize the importance of changing the ways in which people think at the expense of overlooking the social dimension of environmental issues. Yet I also suggested that despite the tendency for both ecological discourses to posit differing root causes for humanity’s domination of nature, their analyses often overlap in important ways. For instance, deep ecologists recognize that individual transformations of consciousness alone will not reconcile the relationship between humanity and nature. Thus, Naess and Sessions insist that “policies must therefore be changed. These policies affect basic economic, technological, and ideological structures. The resulting state of affairs will be deeply different from the present.”
 Interestingly, Naess and Sessions characterize the ideological shift that must occur as one from a worldview that values quantity over quality to a worldview that prioritizes the latter over the former. While these deep ecologists utilize terms that appear in Marx and Lukács’ analysis of the commodity such as value, quality, and quantity, it would be a mistake to conclude that all of these authors attribute the same meaning and significance to these terms. Unlike Marx and Lukács, Naess and Sessions explicitly discuss this transformation of thought in reference to different understandings of what constitutes the good life: “the ideological change is mainly that of appreciating life quality (dwelling in situations of inherent value) rather than adhering to an increasingly higher standard of living.”
 In other words, being rich from the perspective of deep ecology involves inhabiting a place teeming with biodiversity rather than accumulating material and financial wealth.


Yet when Naess and Sessions elaborate upon their understanding of the prevailing ideology which privileges quantity over quantity, it sounds more closely in line with the Weberian narrative of rationalization adopted by Lukács:

Some economists criticize the term “quality of life” because it is supposed to be vague. But on closer inspection, what they consider to be vague is actually the non-quantitative nature of the term. One cannot quantify adequately what is important for the quality of life as discussed here, and there is no need to do so.

Just as use-value appears insignificant in the act of exchange and the non-quantifiable aspects of the worker are banished from the labor process, the value of living in a world with biodiversity cannot be reduced to a figure on the balance sheet of a cost-benefit analysis. In spite of this similarity, however, the deep ecology movement’s social critique operates on a somewhat superficial plane when compared to the critiques leveled by Marx and Lukács. When deep ecologists call for a change in social policies, they implicitly suggest that ecological issues can be addressed by tinkering with the ways in which society expresses its will through law. Regardless of the extent to which the content of policies is overhauled, the structure of society as stamped by the commodity form is never questioned. Not only does Lukács understand the relationship between the commodity form of society and its rationalized thought, but he also explains how the latter precludes people from challenging the legitimacy of the former. He argues that the implications of rationalized labor for the worker go beyond a denigration of that which cannot be calculated: “his lack of will is reinforced by the way in which his activity becomes less and less active and more and more contemplative.”
 For Lukács, contemplation refers to a passive approach to thinking that seeks to discern the causal connections according to which the “objective” world operates without any further inquiry into the historical processes that brought about this state of affairs or investigation into the possibility of its transformation.

So far Lukács has provided an account of the effect of the commodity form on the subject and object in the economic realm, but, as noted earlier, the commodity form leaves its mark on all aspects of society. Thus, Lukács contends that “the fate of the worker becomes the fate of society as a whole; indeed, this fate must become universal as otherwise industrialization could not develop in this direction.”
 This means that even philosophers tend to assume a contemplative attitude towards the world by taking scientific observations as a starting point for their critical endeavors, preventing the discipline from shedding light on the reified condition of modern society. Yet modern philosophy does not simply function as an ideological justification for the status quo; it also constitutes the highest expression of the commodity form that structures society, as evidenced by its treatment of the separation between subject and object as unbridgeable. It is in this way that the separation is both true and false. Adorno, however, makes the further assertion that this separation is not just false but also wrong in a normative sense:

As soon as it is fixed without mediation, the separation becomes ideology, its normal form. Mind then arrogates to itself the status of being absolutely independent—which it is not: mind’s claim to independence announces its claim to domination. Once radically separated from the object, subject reduces the object to itself; subject swallows object, forgetting how much it is object itself (SO 246).

In this context Adorno fails to provide an adequate explanation as to why the subject’s claim to sovereignty entails its domination of the object and he neglects to clarify the ambiguity of the object of domination, but he elaborates this argument in Negative Dialectics by characterizing idealism as rage directed toward that which is natural. 

Domination of Nature: Idealism as Rage (and Anthropocentrism?)
The term nature makes its first appearance in Negative Dialectics during Adorno’s discussion of the disenchantment of the concept when he claims that “all concepts, even the philosophical ones, refer to nonconceptualities, because concepts on their part are moments of the reality that requires their formation, primarily for the control of nature.”
 Concepts not only serve the end of controlling nature, but are themselves natural as well insofar as they stem from necessity. While concepts might appear to exist apart from objects, independent of the material world, they in fact arise out of humanity’s need to manipulate the material world and control nature for the sake of self-preservation. Human beings as a species have the capacity to conceptualize, and it is through this capacity that humans survive in the world. The acknowledgement that conceptualization originates as a natural need of the human species leads Adorno to characterize idealism as rage:

The sublimation of this anthropological schema extends all the way to epistemology. Idealism…gives unconscious sway to the ideology that the not-I…and finally all that reminds us of nature is inferior, so the unity of the self-preserving thought may devour it without misgivings. This justifies the principle of the thought as much as it increases the appetite. The system is the belly turned mind, and rage is the mark of each and every idealism (ND 22-3).

In order to subdue its prey that must be consumed for survival, the predator frightens it by expressing rage. Human animals participate in this process as well, albeit in a culturally mediated and historicized form. J.M. Bernstein argues that for Adorno capitalist modernity most fully manifests the law of self-preservation by transforming the cultivation of humanity, once an unquestioned end, into the “instrument for the realization of civilization as self-preservation. The instrumental ends become unconditional by subtending the ends of humanity; means and ends are inverted.”
 Self-preservation becomes the law of the land even though civilization presents itself otherwise, as having overcome a base form of existence where the struggle for mere survival occurs on a daily basis. Adorno notes how “the more completely [the rational animal’s] actions follow the law of preservation, the less he can admit the primacy of that to himself and others; if he did, his laboriously attained status of zoon politikon would lose all credibility” (ND 22). Civilization’s tendency to maintain its image as master over nature leads it to deny the fact that its activities are natural insofar as they adhere to the law of self-preservation.


Thus the unbridgeable separation between subject and object is not only false in the sense that it does not constitute a transhistorical aspect of the human condition, but it is also inadequate from a normative perspective insofar as it culminates into human domination over both humanity and non-human nature. This suggests that similarities exist between theories that posit a strict separation between subject and object, and what deep ecologists describe as anthropocentrism. Kant’s Copernican revolution in epistemology, for example, contends that objects are knowable only insofar as they conform to the subject’s a priori forms of thought. This turn toward the subject is anthropocentric in the weak sense of the term, since it claims that the world can be experienced only on the basis of what the subject imposes on the objects it confronts. But can one say that identity thinking constitutes a “strong” form of anthropocentrism as well? Adorno’s depiction of idealism as rage suggests that this is the case, in the sense that the objects that the subject confronts are valued only insofar as they can serve the ends of the subject. Bernstein argues that Adorno draws the following connection between the a priori forms of thought and instrumental value:

Conceiving of objects as, essentially, substances in space and time all of whose characteristics are to be understood as ideally explainable within a unified system of causal laws is to regard things from the angle of what we can do with them, how they can be used, altered, employed.

Kant’s subject is incapable of entertaining the possibility that objects, including non-human living entities, might have their own ends. This feature of idealism in particular and identity thinking in general implicates these modes of thinking in participating in “strong” anthropocentrism. Yet the former cannot be reduced to the latter, since identity thinking does violence to not just natural entities but to all objects of knowledge, although Adorno places an emphasis on the domination of nature.


What distinguishes Adorno’s analysis of idealism and identity thinking from the deep ecology movement’s account of anthropocentrism is the way in which Adorno draws connections between social structures and philosophical thinking. Whereas deep ecologists criticize anthropocentrism without investigating its social origins, Adorno demonstrates how the idealist account of a worldless subject encountering a thoughtless object is inextricably linked to the development of a society structured according to the commodity form. This suggests that the tendency of both deep and social ecologists to posit either ideological or material forces as the root cause of humanity’s domination of nature is not tenable. Doing so leads both sides of the radical ecology debate to underestimate the power of capital. On the one hand, deep ecologists have faith in the ability of ecologically enlightened individuals to draft environmentally sound policies and never question the exchange principle that structures society. On the other hand, social ecologists point to capitalism’s perpetuation of hierarchical relations amongst people and its dependence on unlimited growth and expansion, but overlook the ways in which it constitutes subjects. 

If the unbridgeable separation of subject and object is problematic on both epistemic and ethical grounds, and the relationship could be otherwise, then the possibility of transforming this relationship ought to be considered. Adorno takes his critique of the separation between subject and object as a starting point for an alternative account of their relationship, at which he only hints. Even though Adorno challenges the validity of entertaining such ideals (he qualifies his articulation of the proper relationship between subject and object by introducing it as a counterfactual: “Were speculation concerning the state of reconciliation allowed…” (SO 247)), I think that fleshing out his account is a worthwhile endeavor since it has the potential to reconcile the differences between the principles of deep and social ecology.

The Primacy of the Object

Before examining the utopian relationship between subject and object that Adorno hesitatingly provides, it ought to be noted that he explicitly rejects one alternative to the radical separation of subject and object. Given the epistemic violence that arises from treating subject and object as unmediated by each other, one possible solution might involve removing this division altogether in favor of a unity between subject and object, in which one is indistinguishable from the other. Indeed, this appears to be the approach advocated by the deep ecology movement when it insists that individuals must learn to identify with a larger “ecological self” consisting of the entire biosphere. For Adorno, both extremes of the absolute separation of subject and object (that results in subject subsuming object) as well as the complete dissolution of their differences are equally problematic, for both have the effect of perpetuating “eternal sameness” (SO 247). Whereas the sovereign subject knows objects only insofar as they adhere to its a priori forms of thought and thus only recognizes those qualities in the object that resemble itself, the dissolution of the subject into the world of objects renders the subject as no different than any other object. This latter “reconcilement” between subject and object is neither possible nor desirable:

The image of a[n]…original state of blissful identity between subject and object is romantic…. Before the subject constituted itself, undifferentiatedness was the terror of the blind nexus of nature, was myth; it was in their protest against this myth that the great religions had their truth content. After all, undifferentiatedness is not unity, for the latter requires…diverse entities of which it is the unity (SO 246-7).

Adorno’s critique of the romantic impulse to eradicate the distinction between subject and object echoes Bookchin’s criticism of the deep ecology movement’s emphasis on the importance of individuals cultivating an understanding of their larger, ecological selves. In order to reconcile the relationship between humans and nature, there must be a way to distinguish the former from the latter, but the separation between them should not be understood as unbridgeable. 

Both the absolute separation of subject and object as well as their undifferentiatedness promote “eternal sameness” by overlooking the ways in which the subject and object mediate each other. To say that the relationship between subject and object is one of mediations is to say that there exist “objective” aspects of the subject and “subjective” aspects of the object.
 The subject is an object in the sense that thinking must be carried out by a living being. But what does it mean for the object to participate in “subjective” moments? Clearly Adorno does not intend to imply that objects have the capacity to be thinking subjects or to engage in self-conscious activities. Rather, the object is “subjective” in the sense that it “cannot be known except through consciousness, hence is also subject” (SO 249). In other words, a distinct object can be known only if it can be distinguished from everything else that a subject encounters, only if it can be defined by the subject. As noted earlier, this act of defining constitutes a moment of “weak” anthropocentrism. It is not the subject’s act of defining per se that leads to the domination of nature, but rather doing so with an inadequate conceptual apparatus that conforms objects to the transcendental subject’s a priori forms of thought. When this occurs, the “weak” anthropocentrism inherent in the process of defining becomes a moment of “strong” anthropocentrism by defining the object in terms of its usefulness as a means to fulfilling the ends of the subject.


In a rare utopian moment Adorno offers a glimpse of an ideal account of the relationship between subject and object cognizant of their mediations:

In its proper place, even epistemologically, the relationship of subject and object would lie in a peace achieved between human beings as well as between them and their Other. Peace is the state of differentiation without domination, with the differentiated participating in each other (SO 247).

This vision of differentiation without domination closely resembles the notion of duality that Bookchin introduces in response to the deep ecology movement’s call to identify with nature. As noted earlier, duality refers to a relationship between subject and object or human and nature in which difference exists without the hierarchical implications of dualisms, according to which one half of the dichotomy is privileged over the other. On the basis of normative as well as epistemological grounds, both Adorno and Bookchin advocate a relationship between humanity and nature that falls somewhere between complete identification and unmediated separation, and resembles the relational account of the biosphere initially posited by Naess but ultimately abandoned in favor of the notion of an ecological self. Without the subject’s capacity to differentiate this vision of peace amongst humans as well as between humanity and nature would not be possible, but this capacity must not be limited by overlooking the significance of the embodied nature of the subject.


While the subject and object mediate each other, Adorno argues that their influence is not symmetrical: 

Due to the inequality inherent in the concept of mediation, the subject enters into the object altogether differently from the way the object enters into the subject. An object can be conceived only by a subject but always remains something other than subject, whereas a subject by its very nature is from the outset an object as well. Not even as an idea can we conceive a subject that is not an object; but we can conceive an object that is not a subject. To be an object also is part of the meaning of subjectivity; but it is not equally part of the meaning of objectivity to be a subject (ND 183).

In this context, when Adorno states that an object always remains other than subject he is not rescinding his earlier claim that the subject is also object, but rather insisting that the object itself cannot be reduced to the subject’s conception of the object. An object only appears for a subject through concepts, and thus the object is “subjective” in a certain sense, but if, as Adorno contends, the “subject has a core of object, then the subjective qualities in the object are all the more an objective moment” (SO 250). This asymmetry leads Adorno to initiate a second Copernican turn toward the primacy of the object. One might be tempted to interpret this turn as analogous to the deep ecology movement’s commitment to biocentrism in the sense that it shifts attention away from the human subject, but such an understanding of Adorno’s project does not follow from the way in which he has insisted upon the primacy of the object thus far. In this stage of the argument, the primacy of the object refers to the objective moment of the subject, and not the object of knowledge encountered by this subject. Attending to the primacy of the object involves challenging the dualism between the mind and body of the subject.

So what, then, does nature have to do with the turn toward the primacy of the object? To say that the subject is object is to say that something must be doing the conceptualizing. In the case of humans, this something happens to be a living being that experiences the natural impulse to engage in self-preservation. It accomplishes this task in various culturally and historically mediated ways, and the particular manifestation of this natural urge has implications for the relationship between the subject and objects, especially natural objects.  The turn toward the primacy of the object constitutes the means by which human subjects can cultivate a non-anthropocentric (in the “strong” sense) approach to the world, distinct from the biospheric egalitarianism of the deep ecology movement, that can enable people to take into account the well-being of non-human living entities when conducting ethical judgements. Adorno hints at this possibility of reconciliation, but his formulation seems paradoxical: “Signs that not everything is futile come from sympathy with the human, from the self-reflection of the subjects’ natural side; it is only in experiencing its own naturalness that genius soars above nature” (ND 397). How does reflecting upon the naturalness of reason, as opposed to the ways in which the use of reason is qualitatively different from other non-human modes of self-preservation, enable reason to move beyond mere nature? Or, in the language of the radical ecology debate, how can the recognition of humanity’s existence as a qualitatively distinct species in the biosphere cultivate a non-anthropocentric approach to the natural world?  I think Adorno provides an answer to these questions by suggesting that attending to humanity’s affinity with nature, insofar as reason retains a natural moment, has the potential to overcome the domination associated with a world that operates according to the delusional form of reason as nature-controlling self-preservation.

Experience and Affinity with Nature

For Adorno, affinity refers to the moment of similarity, as opposed to identity, essential to any epistemic encounter in which the knowing subject seeks to do to justice to the object of knowledge:

Without affinity there is no truth; this is what idealism caricatured in the philosophy of identity. Consciousness knows as much about its otherness as it resembles that otherness…The less affinity to things [the subject] tolerates, the more ruthlessly will it identify (ND 270).

The subject’s imposition of its conceptual apparatus on the object is both false, in the sense that it fails to grasp the qualitative determinations of the object, and wrong, in the sense that it does violence to the object. Truthfulness toward the object requires reciprocity between subject and object such that the object participates in the formation of the subject’s concept through the subject’s experiencing of the object.  The capacity “to experience the object…provides a haven for…the element of elective affinity between the knower and the known,” but “in the total process of enlightenment this element gradually crumbles” (ND 45). Affinity with the object hinges upon the primacy of the object, the appreciation of the way in which subject itself is object. More concretely, to engage in Adorno’s account of a “peaceful” encounter with non-human nature, people, as embodied subjects, must be open to experiencing other living beings in ways that cannot be captured by a priori forms of thought.

It may seem that by proposing experience as an antidote to identity thinking, Adorno leaves himself vulnerable to the same critique he levels against those who attempt to achieve reconciliation with nature through the abandonment of reason. Yet Adorno does not intend to introduce experience in opposition to reason itself, but rather in contrast to the instrumental manifestation of reason that remains mired in mere nature by serving the sole end of self-preservation. Immediate encounters with nature do not bring about affinity between it and humanity: 

When we turn [affinity] into intuition, into a truth directly, sympathetically known, the dialectics of enlightenment will grind it to a bit as a relic, a warmed up myth that agrees with dominion, with the mythology that reproduces itself from pure reason. Affinity is not a remnant which cognition hands us after the identifying schemata of the categorical machinery have been eliminated. Rather, affinity is the definite negation of those schemata (ND 270).

In other words, the experience of affinity is neither that which is left over once the subject sheds its a priori forms of thought, nor unmediated access to the object as a thing-in-itself. Instead, the experience of affinity only arises through an act of consciousness that seeks to undo that which the subject imposes on the object, by remaining open to the transformative potential of the encounter with object that can occur when the object leaves impressions upon the subject.

Earlier I argued that it would be misleading to construe Adorno’s second Copernican turn towards the primacy of the object as directly analogous to the deep ecology movement’s insistence on prioritizing the health of the biosphere over human flourishing when the latter results in environmental degradation. While this remains the case, it is also true that Adorno pursues his critique of identity thinking on behalf of the object in general and nature in particular, but not against humanity. In other words, Adorno’s argument carries non-anthropocentric, albeit not biocentric, ethical implications for the relationship between humanity and nature. The primacy of the object involves recognizing the epistemic importance of the embodied experience of human subjects for knowledge of the object. But for Adorno, being truthful to the object is not simply knowing the object and its qualities through experience, but also involves doing justice to the object by minimizing the violence perpetuated by the subject against the object. Indeed, this violence can be minimized only through the subject’s active undoing of the categories that it imposes on the object, which, in turn, requires the subject to experience the object in such away that the object transforms the subject.

In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and Horkheimer claim that the Enlightenment project understands itself as freeing humanity from an animistic mythology that projects conscious life onto natural objects. They argue, however, that the Enlightenment only accomplishes this end through an overcompensating process that reduces the living to non-living: 

The senses are determined by the conceptual apparatus in advance of perception…. Being is apprehended in terms of manipulation and administration. Everything—including the individual human being, not to mention the animal—becomes a repeatable, replaceable process, a mere example of the conceptual models of the system (DE 65).

By treating humans and non-human nature as manipulable matter, the subject can inflict harm upon these living beings with indifference. Knowing such natural objects through experience, however, has the potential to reveal their qualities as living beings that wrongly suffer at the hands of the subject: “The need to lend a voice to suffering is a condition of all truth. For suffering is objectivity that weighs upon the subject; its most subjective experience, its expression, is objectively conveyed” (ND 17-8). Experiencing the suffering of other humans and non-human nature transforms the human subject by revealing the inadequacy of identity thinking and instrumental reason, and by teaching the subject that its relationship to objects could be otherwise. In a certain sense, the subject learns this lesson from the object. If non-human living beings could speak, they would say this: “our instrumental value may interest humanity, but it does not belong to us as living beings. What does belong to us as living beings, however, is our capacity to suffer at the hands of the subject.” Since these living beings cannot speak, humans must use their capacity as embodied subjects to experience non-human nature in ways that reveal its irreducibility to matter that merely serves human ends. 


It should not be forgotten that Adorno considers this portrayal of the reconciliation between humanity and non-human to be utopian speculation that cannot be realized given contemporary conditions, since the Enlightenment project degrades transformative experience (Erfahrung) into the lived experience (Erlebnis) of events that lack significance for the subject. Why does he deny the probability, if not possibility, of experience in the former sense? As noted earlier, the subject, as object, is subject to the same rationalizing forces associated with the rise of capital that reduce the living to the non-living:

The subjective mind which disintegrates the spiritualization of nature masters spiritless nature only by imitating its rigidity, disintegrating itself as animistic. Imitation enters the service of power when even the human being becomes an anthropomorphism for human beings (DE 44).

Despite appearances to the contrary, capitalist modernity elevates the self-preservation of humanity to an end in itself.  Adorno contends that the primary way in which subjects survive in this condition is by approaching the world with an attitude of coldness, which constitutes “the basic principle of bourgeois subjectivity” (ND 363). The transformation of all other ends into the means to achieve the unconditional end of self-preservation “perpetuates…coldness between men, without which the calamity could not recur. Anyone who is not cold, who does not chill himself as in the vulgar figure of speech the murderer ‘chills’ his victims, must feel condemned” (ND 347). When, in the words of Bernstein, “the rule of self-preservation rules even when its rule is not necessary,” an unnecessary amount of suffering exists within the world.
 In order to live with itself in this state of excessive suffering, the human subject must numb itself to the suffering of living beings or else business as usual could not be conducted. 


By investigating the decline of meaningful experience, Adorno addresses a concern that he shares with the deep ecology movement: a preoccupation with the obstacles that prevent people from acting on behalf of non-human nature as well as other human beings. Whereas deep ecologists explore ways in which to motivate people to act on biocentric principles, Adorno questions the possibility of such action given the difficulty in experiencing non-human nature as ethically significant when living under the spell of rationalization. Deep ecologists bridge the gap between principle and action by advocating ecological identification, according to which the subject understands the self as encompassing the totality of the biosphere. The imperative “I must save the old-growth forest from the logging corporations” becomes “I am the old-growth forest and must engage in self-defense.” Identification with nature removes any notion of sacrifice since self-interest is indistinguishable from the well-being of the environment. On the other hand, when Adorno entertains the possibility of transformation, he suggests that this can only occur through affinity, as opposed to identification, with nature. Affinity involves acknowledging how humans are natural insofar as they are living beings that encounter the world as embodied subjects. Appreciating the ways in which non-human nature can be vulnerable to violence perpetuated by people requires the human subject to experience nature in a manner that is sensitive to the fact it consists of living entities capable of suffering. Such an experience has the potential to culminate into action: “The physical moment tells our knowledge that suffering ought not to be, that things should be different. ‘Woe speaks: “Go”’” (ND 203). While Adorno does not specifically address the conflict between self-interest and the well-being of the biosphere, he does suggest that people stand to benefit from treating non-human nature as something more than manipulable matter. When self-preservation of the human species becomes an end as opposed to a means to some further goal, life can become unbearable and people can begin to question the point of their existence. Adorno implies that experiencing non-human nature can provide hope that not all is lost:

…the lighting of an eye, indeed the feeble tail-wagging of a dog one gave a tidbit it promptly forgets, would make the ideal of nothingness evaporate. A thinking man’s true answer to the question whether he is a nihilist would probably be “Not enough”—out of coldness, perhaps, because of insufficient sympathy with anything that suffers. Nothingness is the acme of abstraction, and the abstract is the abominable (ND 380).

Yet once again Adorno has trespassed onto utopian territory, since the present ubiquity of coldness prevents humanity from accessing such a transformative experience. This skepticism regarding the possibility of transformation leaves him vulnerable to the criticism of those who demand direct, practical applicability from critical theory.

Where’s the Practice?

The most common critique leveled against Adorno and critical theory in general by green political theorists points to an alleged disregard for political practice. Andrew Dobson, for example, concludes his investigation into the relevance of critical theory for green politics by arguing that it “cannot provide Greens with a sophisticated theory of social change because it gives us, instead, a sophisticated theory suggesting its impossibility.”
 Similarly, Robyn Eckersley suggests that the Frankfurt School’s “pessimistic outlook…, its distance from the imperfect world of day-to-day political struggles…, and its increasing occupation with theory rather than praxis” partially explains critical theory’s lack of influence within environmental circles.
 Given critical theory’s promise to unify theory and practice, the claim that the movement offers an inadequate treatment of practice seems to strike at the core of the Frankfurt School’s initial project. Yet on most occasions this criticism does not follow from an internal critique of critical theory, but rather from a pre-established commitment to a social ontology that allows for the possibility of effective political practice. In other words, Dobson and Eckersley simply assume that the potential for meaningful environmental politics exists, but the unity of theory and practice does not necessarily guarantee this outcome. It may the case that an accurate theory demonstrates the ineffectiveness of the forms of political activity presupposed by these critics. Adequately responding to this critique of Adorno, however, requires a move beyond mere speculation by addressing his own account of the relationship between theory and practice.


At this point it should not be surprising to discover that Adorno begins his essay “Marginalia to Theory and Practice” with the claim that “a simple consideration of history demonstrates just how much the question of theory and practice depends upon the question of subject and object.”
 Just as the absolute separation of subject and object posited by identity thinking precludes the possibility of reconciliation between humanity and nature,

the question of the relation between theory and practice coincides with the loss of experience caused by the rationality of the eternally same. Where experience is blocked or altogether absent, praxis is damaged and therefore longed for, distorted and desperately overvalued. Thus what is called the problem of praxis is interwoven with the problem of knowledge (MTP 260). 

For Adorno, the unity of theory and practice insisted upon by the radical student movement of the late 1960s in Germany and other parts of Europe merely privileges practice at the expense of theory. He contends that this insulation of practice from theory actually constitutes a shirking of practice insofar as adequate theory depends upon the ability of the human subject to experience the object actively: “The thinking denigrated by actionists apparently demands of them too much undue effort: it requires too much work, is too practical” (MTP 263). Without adequate theory, those who engage in practice cannot fully comprehend the social conditions in which they operate and seek to transform, leading Adorno to depict practice stemming from impoverished thought as pseudo-activity. In particular, most political practice presupposes the existence of an autonomous human agent, while Adorno provides a compelling argument suggesting that human subjectivity itself is subject to the rationalizing tendencies of a society structured by the commodity form. The tragic conclusion of Adorno’s analysis is that “world history once again produces in parody the kind of people whom it in fact needs” (MTP 270).


Green political theorists tend to dismiss Adorno’s thought prematurely by failing to appreciate how his skepticism regarding the possibility of meaningful practice stems from his critique of society as opposed to his own personal pessimism. In other words, they demand from Adorno a response to the question “What is to be done?” when Adorno claims, on the basis of his theory, that this is the wrong question to ask. Instead, humanity must concern itself with making thought adequate to its object. Otherwise even well-intended practice will relapse into domination. But does Adorno’s account of modernity allow for the possibility of an interaction between humans and the environment that escapes domination? Despite his emphasis on the pervasiveness of instrumental reason, Adorno also acknowledges that the element of elective affinity through experience

cannot vanish completely if the process is not to annul itself. Even in the conception of rational knowledge, devoid of all affinity, there survives a groping for that concordance which the magical delusion used to place beyond doubt. If this moment were extinguished altogether, it would be flatly incomprehensible that a subject can know an object; the unleashed rationality would be irrational (ND 45).

As a theorist committed to the method of immanent critique, Adorno shows how the object of his criticism, instrumental rationality, contains within itself the potential for affinity between subject and object, which in turn has the potential to undermine the hegemony of rationalized thought. From the perspective of instrumental reason, the moment of grasping for affinity inherent its project constitutes an impediment to knowledge of objects. Adorno, on the other hand, encourages us to treat the surviving element of affinity as an invitation to experience objects, especially other living beings, as something other than manipulable matter. While highly skeptical of contemporary human subjects’ ability to realize this potential, Adorno does not completely rule out the possibility of transformation, but rather suggests that bringing it about will first require an act of self-reflective thought in which many people seem unwilling, if not unable, to engage.


Yet Adorno’s emphasis on active thought, as opposed to thoughtful practice, remains unsatisfying. One can understand his refusal to let practical problems guide his theoretical investigations since doing so would have the effect of instrumentalizing his thought when the whole point of his project involves revealing the inadequacy of instrumental reason. Adorno’s refusal to spell out the implications of his negative dialectics for contemporary issues, however, should not preclude people from drawing their own conclusions regarding the implications of his work for political practice. Recall Adorno’s emphasis on the way in which coldness constitutes the particular form of human survival in capitalist modernity:

Whoever imagines that as a product of this society he is free of the bourgeois coldness harbors illusions about himself as much as about the world; without such coldness on could not live. The ability of anyone, without exception, to identify with another’s suffering is slight (MTP 274).

This sweeping claim not only lacks supporting evidence, but also calls Adorno’s own position as a theorist capable of calling the spell of coldness into question. Furthermore, this passage acknowledges the ways in which society produces subjects who engage in self-preservation by cultivating coldness. In other words, people are not born into capitalist systems with an indifference to suffering prefigured into their biological make-up. Rather, their coldness must be learned (often unconsciously) from the society which demands such an attitude from its subjects. This suggests that radical ecologists might want to shift their attention to the ways in which people are taught how to be indifferent to the suffering of other beings, especially non-human forms of life.


Consider the case of Pieter Badenhorst, a biology student at Southern Illinois University who suffered from learning disorders and was found dead in his dorm room during the summer of 2002.
 As a child Pieter loved to explore the mysteries of life contained within his backyard, digging up plants to examine their bulbs and then returning them back into the ground when he was finished with his analysis. “He never limited his investigation of nature to a single sensory realm.”
 When Pieter began elementary school his family moved from South Africa to the suburbs of Chicago. To be placed in the new school system Pieter had to undergo a psychological evaluation and the school psychologist concluded, on the basis of his asocial behavior and some drawings Pieter made of smiling flowers, that his “investment in nature, both animals and plants, has been seen in somewhat of an obsessive light.”
 To be sure, Pieter was by no measure a “normal” child. There was “the way he stared at things, as if a second layer of meaning lay beneath every surface.”
 In addition, his “reality included the thoughts and feelings of things that are not supposed to think or feel.”
 Pieter, for example, claimed that he had the capacity to determine the emotional states of fish by interpreting the ways in which they swam through the water. Once, when his mother pointed out a tree in a neighbor’s yard that was illuminated by floodlights at night, Pieter offered the following response: “I feel sorry for the tree. It doesn’t know whether it’s day or night.”
 Learning disabilities prevented Pieter from developing proper reading skills, but his fascination with the natural world motivated his attempts to decipher books on biology. The school system did not know how to deal with a student “who stumbled over words like the but could read words like aquarium,” so Pieter ended up on the special education track where he taught his teacher about plants, animals, and remote places in the world. The teacher’s experience with Pieter led him to conclude that “the special education classroom is the recent repository for children who learn, perceive, and relate differently to their environment.”


By offering this account of Pieter’s childhood as a counter-example to Adorno’s claim that nobody escapes the universal spell of coldness, I do not mean to suggest that Pieter actually had the ability to read cognitive states off of animal movements or know the effects of artificial lighting on trees. Nor do I want to imply that Pieter’s unique way of experiencing the world can be cultivated by retreating to some presocial state that the educational system necessarily disenchants. Rather, I intend to highlight how at an early age a child’s concern for the well-being of plants and non-human animals is treated by the educational system as symptomatic of a deep psychological problem that must be treated or cured. This approach to education is reminiscent of the rationalized factory described by Lukács in which the human qualities of the worker are destroyed. Students, like workers, are also commodities that must meet the specifications demanded by capitalist society, which include an indifference to suffering. If coldness is learned, then, contra Adorno, there may be ways to unlearn coldness and possibly prevent it from being taught in the first place. When people with peculiar ways of relating to the environment undergo a process of normalization, the likelihood of developing non-instrumental ways of experiencing the world is reduced. Instead of devoting their political energies toward mounting barricades that seal off wilderness areas from human encroachment, radical ecologists should consider investing their efforts in transforming educational practices that cheapen experience by perpetuating the pervasiveness of coldness. 

Conclusion


While disagreement and dissent within and amongst political movements can promote thoughtful dialogue that empowers its participants, the debate between deep and social ecologists has culminated into a debilitating standstill at the expense of the larger project of radical environmentalism. Whereas deep ecologists assert that the source of environmental degradation is fundamentally ideological, social ecologists insist that humanity’s domination over nature stems from hierarchical relationships amongst humans. In this essay I have demonstrated the potential of Adorno’s thought to navigate through the antinomies of this debate in order to move beyond it. To begin with, by demonstrating how the way we think about nature is intertwined intimately with the commodity form which structures capitalist society, Adorno questions the dichotomy between the ideological and material forces which deep and social ecologists respectively point to as the root cause of ecological destruction. The deep ecology movement implicates anthropocentric thinking in perpetuating human mastery over nature, but fails to locate it socially and historically. Adorno describes how the rise of capitalism and the principle of exchange leaves its mark on epistemology in the form of an unbridgeable separation between subject and object, which culminates into the subject’s domination of the object. This holds for the more specific relationship between humanity and non-human nature, as evidenced by Horkheimer and Adorno’s depiction of the Enlightenment project as succumbing to myth by treating living beings as inanimate objects.


 To reduce the violence perpetuated by humans against non-human nature, deep ecologists appeal to a principle of biospheric egalitarianism according to which all beings have the intrinsic right to flourish. Not only does this principle level out difference by insisting upon the equal worth of all forms of life, but also has the effect of establishing a hierarchy of nature over humanity by reducing human intervention to only those activities required for survival. Moreover, to motivate people to model their behavior according to the biospheric principle, deep ecologists encourage individuals to identify with a larger ecological self so that minimizing one’s impact on the earth no longer appears to be a sacrifice. Adorno’s turn toward the primacy of the object, toward experience as opposed to instrumental reason, addresses similar concerns, albeit in a less problematic fashion. Instead of positing an ecological self that encompasses the biosphere, Adorno invites the human beings to reflect on the way in which it they are natural insofar as people are living beings that must participate in culturally mediated acts of self-preservation. As embodied subjects that encounter the world with both mind and body, humans can cultivate an affinity with nature that enables them to experience nature as more than manipulable matter. Like Bookchin, Adorno promotes a utopian vision in which difference exists without hierarchy, where human subjects, through experience, assist nature in letting its intrinsic qualities shine through, thus changing and enriching the subject.


While deep ecologists tend to take humanity’s capacity to identify with nature for granted, Adorno questions the ability of people to lend a voice to the suffering inflicted by their rationalized thought on the basis that humanity can only survive in capitalist modernity by paralyzing the somatic moments of reason through coldness. By blocking out meaningful experience and thus affinity with nature, coldness renders the realization of Adorno’s utopian vision nearly impossible. Yet Adorno also insists that element of affinity remains buried within instrumental forms reason. He did not rule out the possibility that it might be unearthed someday in the future, but in the meantime Adorno believed that all that can be done is “to bring coldness to the consciousness of itself, of the reasons why it arose.”
 Adorno devoted his life to this project; it was the activity of his thought. While Adorno revealed the source of coldness, what remains is for us to reflect on our own forms of thought and engage in thoughtful practice that opposes the production of subjects who approach the world with an air of coldness, so that we too may lend a voice to the suffering of the other living beings, human and non-human alike, with whom we inhabit the earth.
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