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Abstract

This introduction outlines the importance that Hans-Georg Backhaus’s transcript of 
Adorno’s 1962 seminar on ‘Marx and the Basic Concepts of Sociological Theory’ has 
for shedding light on the relationship between Adorno’s critical theory and the cri-
tique of political economy. Part I signals the importance of the seminar by assaying 
the Anglophone scholarship on Adorno. Part II contextualises the seminar in the 
development of his thought. Parts III and IV focus on what the transcript tells us 
about Adorno’s interpretation of Marx and the importance this interpretation held 
for Adorno’s critical social theory. Part V points to the influence this interpretation of 
the critique of political economy had on the formation of the New German Reading  
of Marx. 
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Introduction

In this introduction I outline the importance that Hans-Georg Backhaus’s tran-
script of Adorno’s 1962 seminar on ‘Marx and the Basic Concepts of Sociological 
Theory’ has for shedding light on the relationship between Adorno’s critical 
theory and the critique of political economy. First, I contextualise the seminar. 
Then I turn to an overview of what the transcript tells us about Adorno’s in-
terpretation of Marx and the importance this interpretation held for Adorno’s 
critical social theory. I then point to the influence this interpretation of the cri-
tique of political economy had on the formation of the New German Reading 
of Marx.1 Before proceeding to these matters, however, I provide a few prelimi-
nary remarks on the Anglophone reception of Adorno, which are intended to 
show the importance of the seminar transcript for Anglophone scholarship on 
Adorno, Western Marxism, and Frankfurt School Critical Theory.

I Anglophone Reception

Whilst a definitive account of the reception of Adorno’s critical theory in the 
Anglophone world has yet to be written, it is important to note that this recep-
tion was formulated beginning in the mid-1960s in the context of the develop-
ment of the New Left. From our present vantage point it can be seen that this 
shifting constellation was undoubtedly influential in establishing a number of 
Anglophone shibboleths regarding the relationship between Adorno’s critical 
theory of society, Marx, and Marxism. This can be seen by examining the two 
interpretations of Adornian critical theory that have been most influential in 
establishing the predominant Anglophone reception: the Western-Marxist 
and Habermasian interpretations. 

The construction of Western Marxism as a coherent historical lineage (a lin-
eage canonised in the work of Martin Jay, Perry Anderson and Russell Jacoby) 
has meant that the development of Adorno’s critical theory is often studied 
from the perspective of such a historical trajectory. Consequently, since this 
paradigm is generally thought to have terminated with Adorno, his thought 
has been interpreted by way of contrast to that of its purported founder, Georg 

1    A more thorough account of these matters, particularly the relationship between Adorno’s 
interpretation of the critique of political economy and his critical theory of society will be 
provided in my forthcoming book, provisionally entitled Fetishism, Social Domination, and 
the Critical Theory of Society. The following is intended to provide an overview of the contours 
of this relationship at some length in order to demonstrate the importance of the seminar.
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Lukács. This meant that the question of the relationship between the critique 
of political economy and the critical theory of society in Adorno’s thought 
was reduced to treating the latter in terms of how it deviated from Lukács’s 
theory of reification. As Jay succinctly encapsulates it, Adorno’s theory of rei-
fication was thus said to substitute the Marxian elements of Lukács’s theory of  
reification – including the labour-theory of value and economics – for the 
trans-historical notion of the ‘exchange principle’.2 

The emergence of the Habermasian paradigm of critical theory was no 
doubt also influential in the construction of the historical lineage of Frankfurt 
School Critical Theory. In this discourse’s treatment of Adorno’s late work as 
the culmination of the first generation of Frankfurt School Critical Theory we 
see the mirror image of the Western-Marxist interpretation. Authoritative his-
torians of critical theory, such as Ralf Wiggershaus, thus contend that Adorno 
held ‘precisely the same Hegelian-Marxist position which Lukács had devel-
oped in History and Class Consciousness – but he supported it independent 
of class considerations and as unashamed speculation’.3 Moreover, the recent 
work of Anita Chari characterises the widespread view that, following Dialectic 
of Enlightenment, ‘the critique of reification is detached from its basis in the 
Marxian analysis of the historically specific commodity form and instead is 
deployed in the service of a critique of reason as such, which is now identified 
with instrumental rationality.’4 

As a whole, these interpretations have led to the pervasive view not only 
that Adorno lacked a unique interpretation of the critique of political econ-
omy integral to his critical theory of society but also that Adorno’s late work 
abandoned his modification of Lukács’s theory of reification for a totalising 
and transhistorical theory of instrumental reason that failed to grasp the 
emancipatory aspects of modern society. This consequently led to the political 
‘cul-de-sac’5 that marked the end of Western Marxism and the obsolescence 
of the critical theory of the first generation of the Frankfurt School. Such a  
reception conveniently legitimates the necessity of the Habermasian turn of 
the so-called second generation of Frankfurt School Critical Theory, which is 
said to overcome these pitfalls.6 Yet it misses the importance that Adorno’s 
distinctive interpretation of Marx had on his late work as well as its influ-
ence on the development of a new strand of ‘Western Marxism’ and a ‘second  

2    See Jay 1984, pp. 268–70, and Jay 1973, p. 152.
3    Wiggershaus 1995, p. 95.
4    Chari 2016, p. 72. 
5    Jay 1984, p. 274. 
6    Jay 1984 and Wiggershaus 1995 put forward such a narrative. 
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generation’ of critical theory that further developed Adorno’s interpretation of 
the critique of political economy: the New German Reading of Marx. Adorno’s 
1962 seminar on Marx casts light on both of these matters.

II Context

Adorno returned to Frankfurt in 1949 with the intent of resuming the post of 
Privatdozent of philosophy at the University of Frankfurt from which he had 
been expelled by the process of Nazification in 1933. These ambitions were 
wildly exceeded. The 1951 publication of Minima Moralia was unexpectedly 
a best-seller. Coupled with numerous radio and print appearances, Adorno 
became a prominent public intellectual. He was appointed professor of phi-
losophy and sociology in 1957, sole director of the Institute for Social Research 
in 1958, and head of the German Sociological Association from 1963 to 1968. 
Consequently, it was for a critical social theory that encompasses sociology 
and philosophy that Adorno became a well-known and influential thinker.

This was because Adorno fused his teaching in sociology and philosophy 
with his research and writing, the institutional roles he played, and his overall 
public prominence to further develop and promulgate the critical theory of 
society. Adorno’s elaboration of the relations between critical theory and the 
critique of political economy was at the heart of this effort.7 The subjects he 
discussed in his weekly seminars on sociological theory from the mid-1950s  
onwards were thus crystallised in a number of academic contributions he 
made during this period, such as ‘The Present State of Empirical Research’ 
as well as two textbooks that were intended to showcase what was becoming 
known as the Frankfurt School’s approach to sociology. This distinct critical-
theroretical Marxian approach to sociology was also publicly promulgated in 
Adorno’s contributions to what became known as the Positivist Dispute, rang-
ing from 1957’s ‘Sociology and Empirical Research’, to his 1969 introduction to 
the volume The Positivist Dispute in German Sociology (which assembled the 
contributions to the debate), to ‘Late Capitalism or Industrial Society?’ – his 
final address as president of the DSA. In addition, this sociological aspect of 
his thought informed his philosophy courses, which focused on figures such as 
Kant and Hegel and topics like history and freedom, as well as his philosophi-
cal masterpiece, Negative Dialectics. 

7    See Braunstein 2011 for a thorough reconstruction of Adorno’s critique of political economy 
in this era. See also Bonefeld 2016.
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Yet while Adorno’s critique of positivism and his Negative Dialectics are 
widely discussed in the secondary literature on him, the predominant recep-
tions of Adorno outlined above, coupled with his typically elliptical and enig-
matic references to Marx in the works he published at the time, have caused 
the integral link between critical social theory and Adorno’s interpretation of 
the critique of political economy to be overlooked. The contours of this rela-
tionship are signalled in one of Adorno’s discussions of the main concerns of 
sociology qua critical social theory in ‘The Present State of Empirical Research’, 
wherein the primary interests of sociology are cast in an avowedly Marxian 
light: 

Sociology is not one of the humanities. The questions it is concerned 
with are not primarily and essentially those of the conscious or even the 
unconscious nature of human beings of which society is composed. Its 
questions are concerned primarily with the interaction between man 
and nature and with the objective forms of societalization that cannot be 
reduced to mind in the sense of the inner constitution of men. The task 
of empirical social research in Germany is to clarify strictly and without 
any transfiguration the objective nature of what is socially the case, an 
objective reality that is largely hidden from individuals and even the col-
lective consciousness.8

Such a conception of society is also evident in passages from ‘Sociology and 
Empirical Research’ (1957) and Negative Dialectics, where the social constitu-
tion of the objective and subjective forms of socialisation referred to above 
are derived from the Marxian notion of ‘exchange’. For instance, a passage 
from ‘Sociology and Empirical Research’ (widely quoted in value-form litera-
ture) states that ‘exchange’ is ‘not merely the constitutive conceptuality of the 
knowing subject but also a conceptuality which holds sway in reality [Sache] 
itself ’. Thus, ‘[t]his conceptuality is independent both of the consciousness of 
the human beings subjected to it and of the consciousness of the scientists ...  
It is not an illusion to which organizing science sublimates reality but rather it 
is imminent to reality’.9 

8    Adorno, ‘Zur gegenwärtigen Stellung der empirischen Sozialforschung in Deutschland’, 
Gesammelte Schriften, Volume 8, pp. 481ff., cited in Müller-Doohm 2005, p. 337.

9    That such an idea was central to Adorno’s thought during this period is confirmed in his 1968 
lectures on sociology (published as Introduction to Sociology), where it is repeated practically 
verbatim. 
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Yet as is often the case in Adorno’s published writings, despite his statement 
that ‘The law which determines how the fatality of mankind unfolds itself is 
the law of exchange’,10 his explication of ‘exchange’ could do more to establish 
its genesis, its social objectivity, and indeed its relationship to the critique of 
political economy. For here, whilst Adorno links this supraindividual concep-
tuality to the commodity’s fetish-character, the ability of exchange-value to 
dominate reality, and the ‘exchange relationship’ itself, the exact nature of the 
link between these ideas is left somewhat unclear.11

Hans-Georg Backhaus’s transcript of one of these aforementioned sociology 
seminars is therefore significant, because in it we find Adorno’s most thorough 
discussion of his interpretation of Marx, and because it demonstrates its sig-
nificance for Adorno’s critical theory. 

III Adorno’s Interpretation of the Critique of Political Economy

As I will now show, Adorno’s interpretation of these aspects of Marx’s thought 
and their central import for his critical theory of society are rendered more sub-
stantive in the 1962 Seminar than in his extant writings or published lectures.

Adorno introduces this interpretation at the start of the seminar and un-
packs the aforementioned elements of ‘On the Current Position of Empirical 
Research’ and ‘Sociology and Empirical Research’. He states, contra Popper, 
that ‘Exchange itself is a process of abstraction’ created by the activity of ‘relat-
ing the same to the same’ that grants ‘the conceptuality in the relationship of  
exchange … a kind of facticity’, which possess the ‘power/violence [Gewalt]’  
of social objectivity. In order to substantiate this, Adorno moves to his account 
of the critique of political economy, which centres on his interpretation of 
Marx’s theory of value qua the fetish-character of the commodities. 

Yet, as I have indicated, one common view of Adorno disregards or miscon-
strues the relationship between Adorno’s critical theory and the critique of 
political economy. For example, Martin Jay draws on Gillian Rose’s statement 
that Adorno’s theory of reification ‘was based on commodity fetishism in a 
way which depended not on work or the labour-process (alienation) but on 
Marx’s theory of value, especially on the distinction between exchange-value 
and use-value’.12 This odd distinction leads Rose to argue that Adorno’s no-
tion of reification ‘is grounded in Marx’s theory of value in a highly selective  

10    Adorno 1976, p. 80. 
11    Ibid. 
12    Rose 1978, p. 47.
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fashion’ that ‘does not mobilize Marx’s distinction between abstract and con-
crete labour, nor does it lead to any theory of the extraction of surplus value’;13 
rather, ‘it is the way unlike things appear to be identical or equal, and the mode 
of thinking which can only consider them as equal, which is reification as a 
social phenomenon and as a process of thinking for Adorno.’14 This leads Jay to 
conclude that ‘the labour theory of value was never … as central’ to Adorno’s 
thought, ‘because he saw it as an aesthetic reflection of the bourgeois world’.15 

However, in this seminar, Adorno provides an interpretation of the cri-
tique of political economy that cuts against these interpretations. As Adorno 
states in the seminar, in his view the critique of political economy consists in a  
double-faceted, immanent critique of the social constitution and autonomi-
sation of society as a ‘comprehensive totality’ and of the deficient science of 
political economy. Drawing on the Hegelian terminology used to describe ex-
change in ‘Sociology and Empirical Research’, Adorno holds that the task of 
such a critique is to ‘account for the conditions that result in the becoming-
independent of conceptual relations’, whilst ‘[t]he transition to indepen-
dence itself is to be deduced from [the] social dynamics’ of the class relation. 
Consequently, Adorno’s interpretation of the critique of political economy 
does not eschew or distinguish between the labour-theory of value and Marx’s 
theory of value but brings them together as a critique of the social constitution 
and reproduction of social objectivity. In contrast to Rose and Jay’s interpreta-
tion, in Adorno’s view, the critique of political economy is thus concerned with 
accounting for the genesis and reproduction of the autonomous supraindivid-
ual inverted real abstraction of exchange in the dynamic of the antagonistic 
capital-relation premised on production for exchange-value, which abstracts 
from need and has become an end in itself. 

In this regard, Adorno states that 

What makes commodities exchangeable is the unity of socially neces-
sary abstract labour-time [Arbeitszeit]. Abstract labour, because through 
a reduction to unity one abstracts from use-values, from needs. When a 
businessman calculates, he can recur neither to conditions under which 
a commodity came about nor to whatever a commodity is good for, but 
focuses on labour-time, profit, material. This is what a commodity is 
composed of, but this is what makes it a kind of sum of something solid, 
thing-like [Dinglichem]. Through abstract labour-time one abstracts from 

13    Ibid.
14    Ibid.
15    Jay 1984, p. 270.
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living opponents. On the face of it, this abstraction makes what is ex-
changed a thing-in-itself. What is in fact a social relation appears as if 
[erscheint als ob] it were the sum of objective qualities of an object. The 
concept of commodity-fetishism is nothing but this necessary process of 
abstraction. By performing the operation of abstraction, the commod-
ity no longer appears as a social relation but it seems as if value were a 
thing-in-itself.

Consequently, this social process of real abstraction grants commodities fetish-
istic forms, which Adorno characterises in terms of their autonomous proper-
ties created by the necessary displaced appearance of the historically-specific 
antagonistic social relations of production for exchange. For it is

characteristic of the commodity economy [Warenwirtschaft] that what 
characterises exchange – i.e. that it is a relation between human beings – 
disappears and presents itself as if it were a quality of the things them-
selves that are to be exchanged. It is not the exchange that is fetishised 
but the commodity. That which is a congealed social relation [ein geron-
nenes gesellschaftliches Verhältnis] within commodities is regarded as if it 
were a natural quality, a being-in-itself of things. The illusion [der Schein] 
is not the exchange, because exchange really takes place. The illusion in 
the process of exchange lies in the concept of surplus-value. 

Therefore, as Adorno further enumerates, the fetish-form of the exchange 
abstraction is socially objective, not a ‘merely … subjective category’ or psy-
chological. Rather ‘[i]n a society in which exchange-value is the dominant 
principle, this fetishising is realised necessarily’. 

This is because the dominant principle of exchange-value realises itself 
necessarily in an inverted and autonomous form of compulsion: the end-of-
itself of capitalist accumulation. Therefore, both sides of the class relation are 
forced to take on the function of ‘character-masks’, which are ‘derived from 
objective conditions’ wherein ‘the role [...] [is] imposed on the subject by the 
structure’. Workers are compelled to sell their labour-power in order to survive. 
Capitalists are compelled to valorise value to prevent themselves from going 
broke. For Adorno, the late Marx is thus concerned with the domination and 
dehumanisation rendered by society, rather than a merely idealist, anthropo-
logical, or psychological account of these phenomena. For it is ultimately the 
conceptuality of value itself as a real abstraction that transforms individuals 
into character-masks compelling them to reproduce society.
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As can be seen, in contrast to prevalent interpretations among Anglophone 
scholars, Adorno’s comments in this seminar thus adumbrate a distinctive in-
terpretation of the critique of political economy that draws on the categories 
of abstract labour and surplus-value to align class antagonism and exchange 
(what Rose calls the labour-theory of value and Marx’s theory of value). In his 
view, Marx is concerned with deciphering the social constitution of the auton-
omous fetishistic form of the exchange abstraction, which inverts to compel 
individuals to reproduce the very same antagonistic relations of production 
for exchange that constitute it. Moreover, in further contrast to this perspec-
tive, the importance of this interpretation of Marx’s account of the fetishistic 
form of the exchange abstraction for Adorno’s critical theory of society is also 
evident in the seminar transcript. For, as Adorno puts it, such a concept ‘dis-
tinguishes’ the Frankfurt School from Popper and ‘all other traditions of soci-
ology’ because ‘exchange’ is ‘still key’ to the critical theory of society. This can 
be seen by aligning Adorno’s interpretation of the critique of political econo-
my with the account of the fetish-form of the exchange abstraction provided 
throughout his later ‘sociological’ and ‘philosophical’ work. 

IV Adorno’s Interpretation of the Critique of Political Economy and 
the Critical Theory of Society

Before undertaking this alignment, it should first be noted, following his des-
ignation of exchange as pertaining to commodity economies, that Adorno 
provides a historically-specific account of the emergence of the exchange ab-
straction in Negative Dialectics.16 Here, in contrast to Chari and the Habermasian 
reading, rather than a trans-historical account that ties the exchange principle 
to ‘instrumental rationality’, Adorno describes the fetish-form of the exchange 
abstraction as having emerged historically from the ‘dissolution of all products 
and activities into exchange-values’. The fetish-form of the exchange abstrac-
tion is thus ‘presupposed’ by the capitalist social form of production, which 

16    As Bonefeld 2014 points out, such an interpretation of Dialectic of Enlightenment neglects 
that, for Adorno, following Marx’s notion that ‘the key to the anatomy of the human is the 
anatomy of the ape’, history can only be written from the perspective of the present mo-
ment. Moreover, such an interpretation also neglects the qualitative difference Adorno 
and Horkheimer posit between pre-capitalist and capitalist domination. From this per-
spective, contra neo-Romanticism, the history they sketch delineates the development of 
historical presuppositions that had contributed to the predicament of capitalist society in 
1944, not a transhistorical negative teleology of instrumental reason. See also Tomba 2014.
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was constituted by the ‘dissolution of all solidified personal (historical) rela-
tionships of dependency in production’. Due to this development, an antago-
nistic form of atomised dependence arose in which ‘the production of every 
individual is dependent on the production of all others; as much as (also) the 
transformation of one’s products into food has become dependent on the con-
sumption of all others.’ What Adorno refers to as ‘this reciprocal dependency’ 
is ‘expressed in the constant necessity of exchange and in exchange-value as 
an all-round mediator.’17

Such an account of social constitution thus sets the basis for Adorno’s elu-
cidation of ‘exchange’ in his critical theory of capitalist society, which, as I will 
now show, draws on his interpretation of the critique of political economy and 
can be found in his sociological and philosophical work. For such an antago-
nistic relation of atomised dependence constitutes the fetish-form of the ex-
change abstraction, which lies in ‘society itself ’ and ‘becomes constitutive of 
society’. The objective and subjective moments of society are thus reproduced 
by the supraindividual mediation of the exchange abstraction on an objective 
and subjective pole in Adorno’s dialectical social theory of modern society. 

The objective pole of Adorno’s dialectical social theory of domination is 
thus characterised by the abstract and autonomous aspects of his interpreta-
tion of the fetish-form of the exchange abstraction. In Negative Dialectics and 
‘Late Capitalism or Industrial Society?’, and his contributions to The Positivist 
Dispute, the mediating conceptuality of the fetish-form of the exchange ab-
straction is utilised to account for the internal relation between the state and 
the economy. This is encapsulated in the theoretical statements Adorno pro-
vides that describe the abstract and inverted characteristics of the fetish-form 
of the exchange abstraction, and which present them as constitutive of the 
social domination of totality. This can be seen in Adorno’s characterisation of 
this ‘mediating conceptuality’ as ‘the essence of society’, a ‘negative totality’ 
that is anything

but ethereal, but on the contrary an ens realissimum [Latin: that which is 
most-real, materially existent]. Insofar as it is abstractly veiled, the fault 
of its abstraction is not to be blamed on a solipsistic and reality-distant 
thinking, but on the exchange-relationships, the objective abstractions, 
which belongs to the social life-process. The power of that abstraction 
over humanity is far more corporeal than that of any single institution, 

17    Adorno 2001a, ‘Interruption of the Dialectic in Hegel’.
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which silently constitutes itself in advance according to the scheme of 
things and beats itself into human beings.18 

The fetishistic ‘power’ of the exchange abstraction is further reflected in 
Adorno’s characterisation of its autonomous and dominating properties as 
‘the objectively valid model for all essential social events’, such that ‘society 
obeys this conceptuality tel quel.’19 Finally, it is evident in his statement on the 
inverted status of society in which ‘the fetish character of commodities [...] 
historically has become the prius of what according to its concept would have 
to be posterius.’20 For Adorno, this indicates the general predicament of consti-
tutive social inversion qua abstraction, where ‘while we imagine that we act as 
ourselves, in reality we act to a great extent as the agents of our own functions.’21

Consequently, an inverted form of supra-individual domination and pow-
erlessness that Adorno characterises as ‘free-floating angst’ or ‘fate’ character-
ises the subjective pole of his social theory. Here, ‘Individuals are subsumed 
under social production, which exists as a doom outside of them; but social 
production is not subsumed under individuals, who operate it as their ca-
pacity in common.’22 Such a state of affairs reflects the fetish-form of the 
exchange abstraction in which ‘the abstraction of exchange value is a priori 
allied with the domination of the general over the particular, of society over 
its captive membership.’23 This means that ‘[t]he concrete form of the total 
system requires everyone to respect the law of exchange if he does not wish 
to be destroyed, irrespective of whether profit is his subjective motivation or  
not.’24 As a result, classes and the individuals in these classes are dominated 
by the ‘negative universality’ of late-capitalist totality, so that: ‘economic pro-
cesses continue to perpetuate domination over human beings, the objects of 
such are no longer merely the masses, but also the administrators and their  
hangers-on’ who as ‘appendages of machines’ have become ‘the function of 
their own apparatus’.25 As in Adorno’s interpretation of Marx, this means that 
individuals are compelled to carry out the functions of ‘character-masks’, which 
in turn leads to regressive character formation wherein individuals ‘compelled 

18    Adorno 2001a.
19    Adorno 1976, p. 80.
20    Ibid.
21    Adorno 2006, p. 69
22    Adorno 2001b. 
23    Adorno 1976, p. 14.
24    Ibid. 
25    Adorno 2001b.
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to assume the roles of the social mechanism’ now ‘model themselves on such, 
without reservation, on the level of their most intimate impulses’.26 

This relationship between Adorno’s critical social theory and the critique of 
political economy is summarised in Negative Dialectics: 

[T]he economic process, which reduces individual interests to the com-
mon denominator of a totality, which remains negative, because it dis-
tances itself by means of its constitutive abstraction from the individual 
interests, out of which it is nevertheless simultaneously composed. The 
universality, which reproduces the preservation of life, simultaneously 
endangers it, on constantly more threatening levels. The violence of the 
self-realizing universal is not, as Hegel thought, identical to the essence 
of individuals, but always also contrary. They are not merely character-
masks, agents of value, in some presumed special sphere of the economy. 
Even where they think they have escaped the primacy of the economy, 
all the way down to their psychology, the maison tolère [French: univer-
sal home], of what is unknowably individual, they react under the com-
pulsion of the generality; the more identical they are with it, the more 
un-identical they are with it in turn as defenceless followers. What is ex-
pressed in the individuals themselves, is that the whole preserves itself 
along with them only by and through the antagonism.27 

Finally, in opposition to this present state of things, as the introduction to The 
Positivist Dispute indicates, Adorno’s critique of capitalist society draws on the 
critique of political economy, deriving these objective and subjective types of 
domination from antagonistic class-relations. For 

the Critique of Political Economy … attempts to derive the whole that 
is to be criticized in terms of its right to existence from exchange, com-
modity form and its immanent ‘logical’ contradictory nature. The asser-
tion of the equivalence of what is exchanged, the basis of all exchange, 
is repudiated by its consequences. As the principle of exchange, by vir-
tue of its immanent dynamics, extends to the living labours of human 
beings it changes compulsively into objective inequality, namely that of 
social classes. Forcibly stated, the contradiction is that exchange takes 
place justly and unjustly. Logical critique and the emphatically practical 

26    Adorno 2001b.
27    Adorno 2001a, ‘Law and Fairness’.
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critique that society must be changed simply to prevent a relapse into 
barbarism are moments of the same movement of the concept.28

Critical theory, in turn, does not accept the law-like nature of this dynamic 
nor the relapse into barbarism as inevitable. Rather it points out its contradic-
tory character and ultimately its irrationality whilst pointing to its origins: the 
antagonistic class-relations constitutive of the capitalist form of the metabolic 
relation with nature. In so doing, it moves to demystify and negate these rela-
tions, including the exchange dynamic that issues from and reproduces them 
and their miserable persistence. 

From this perspective, it is not surprising to hear that ‘shortly before his 
death, Adorno described Marx’s value theory as the “most holy estate” of 
Critical Theory.’29 Adorno’s dialectical critical social theory uses the theory 
of the fetish-form of the exchange abstraction to theorise the constitution of 
supra-individual forms of social domination. He thereby articulates the ways 
in which these forms invert to compel the reproduction of the antagonistic 
class-relations that cause individuals to become reliant on the very forms 
that oppress them, thus demystifying and critiquing this process in hope of  
negating it. 

V The New Reading of Marx and the Critical Theory of Society

Moreover, although the Habermasian construction of the lineage of critical 
theory often puts weight on Habermas’s time in Frankfurt to establish insti-
tutional continuity in his reformulation of critical theory, the case can be 
made that Adorno was theoretically closer to a number of students he worked 
with following his return to Germany, including Alfred Schmidt, Hans-Georg 
Backhaus and Helmut Reichelt. Not only did Adorno (and Horkheimer) super-
vise Alfred Schmidt’s work on the concept of nature in Marx, he later drew on 
it in the chapter on natural history in Negative Dialectics.30 In addition, whilst 

28    Adorno 1976, p. 25. 
29    From Michael Eldred and Michael Roth’s introduction to their translation of ‘On the 

Dialectics of the Value-Form’, Backhaus 1980, p. 96.
30    Endnotes 2010 also claims that Schmidt provided Adorno with the passages from the 

Grundrisse cited in Negative Dialectics. This would seem to be confirmed by Reichelt’s 
statement in ‘From the Frankfurt School to Value-Form Analysis’ that Adorno only took 
some interest in it, but this is countered by Adorno’s use of the introduction to the 
Grundrisse in Minima Moralia. 
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Hans-Georg Backhaus and Helmut Reichelt credit this very seminar – which 
Backhaus recorded in shorthand31 – as inspiring their work on the critique 
of political economy, Adorno also invited the former to lead a seminar on his 
work in 1965.32 As this indicates, although they are of the same ‘generation’ 
as Habermas, Schmidt, Backhaus and Reichelt construed the relationship be-
tween their work and Adorno’s in a very different way. Whereas Habermas re-
nounced what he saw as a totalising social theory of instrumental reason, the 
latter group of students tried to better ground the relationship Adorno demar-
cated between critical theory and the critique of political economy. Bonefeld’s 
characterisation of the early Neue Marx-Lektüre as developing ‘the critical the-
ory of the early Frankfurt school, especially Adorno’s account’ through the ‘sus-
tained effort at a critical reconstruction of the critique of political economy as 
a critical social theory’, provides a good characterisation of this relationship.33

For, as Bellofiore and Redolfi Riva and Bonefeld point out, the interpreta-
tion of Marx Adorno presents in the seminar is also important for grasping the 
interpretation of Marx that motivated the research questions of what became 
known as the New German Reading of Marx. Indeed, the seminar’s discussion 
of topics such as critique, social constitution, autonomisation, inversion, per-
sonification, the social objectivity of the exchange abstraction, and positiv-
ism, as well as the relationship between the critique of political economy and 
Hegel’s system, was taken up in Schmidt, Backhaus, and Reichelt’s pioneering 
work on Marx. For instance, Schmidt’s ‘On the Concept of Knowledge in the 
Critique of Political Economy’ stresses the double-character of the critique of 
political economy as an immanent critique of ‘real political-economic condi-
tions as they necessarily arise from capitalist forms of production and distribu-
tion, and secondly, as a criticism of political economy’.34 In addition, Reichelt’s 
thesis and first book, On the Logical Structure of Marx’s Concept of Capital at-
tempts to reconstruct the esoteric dialectical structure of Capital as that of the 
unfolding of value as the autonomous inverted supraindividual ‘overgrasping 
and dominant subject’ of the process of capital accumulation and reproduc-
tion. Finally, Backhaus’s ‘On the Dialectic of the Value-Form’ moved to deci-
pher Marx’s theory of value as a monetary theory of value. In so doing, it built 
on Adorno’s analysis of the fetishistic form of the exchange abstraction, even 

31    Private communication from Helmut Reichelt to the author following a conversation 
with Backhaus. The author neglected to ascertain whether Adorno delivered this lecture 
in a windbreaker, as Clausen 2008 states he often did. 

32    As stated in Bellofiore and Redolfi Riva 2015. 
33    Bonefeld 2014, p. 5. 
34    Schmidt 1968, p. 95 (translation of the title modified by the author).
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going so far as to argue that Adorno was ‘the only author to have thematised 
what Marx terms the “objective illusion” of economic categories’.35 Indeed, as 
Backhaus’s publication of the seminar as an afterword in a collection of his 
work on the critique of political economy indicates, he would later go so far 
as to state that Adorno’s ‘posing of the constitution problem in the Seminar 
is a common thread that permeates his work’,36 whilst signalling that the im-
portance of Adorno’s interpretation of fetishism holds for his own work by 
making the claim that his interpretation of Marx’s theory of value has been 
fundamentally concerned with uncovering the aspects of the critique of politi-
cal economy Adorno points to in this seminar.37 As these comments indicate, 
the seminar is thus important for understanding the germinus of a subterra-
nean lineage of Frankfurt School Critical Theory and ‘Western Marxism’ that 
has been occluded by a pervasive Anglophone reception. 

This is no doubt why the seminar has been utilised in notable recent schol-
arship that has contested this reception. This recent work points to the signifi-
cance of Adorno’s interpretation of the critique of political economy and the 
relationship between Adorno and the New German Reading of Marx. Originally 
intended for publication in issue 24 of Common Sense (before it ceased publi-
cation), it has been repeatedly cited in Werner Bonefeld’s work, playing an im-
portant role in his recent Critical Theory and the Critique of Political Economy. 
Christian Lotz’s Capitalist Schema also draws on it, as does Josh Robinson’s 
introduction to Marxism and The Critique of Value, Riccardo Bellofiore and 
Tommaso Redolfi Riva’s ‘The Neue Marx-Lektüre’, and Patrick Murray’s ‘Critical 
Theory and the Critique of Political Economy: From Critical Political Economy 
to the Critique of Political Economy’. In the hope that it will lead to further 
scholarship on Adorno, Marx, the Neue Marx-Lektüre, new interpretations of 
the legacy of critical theory and Western Marxism in the Anglophone world, 
as well as considerations on the import of such work for the barbarism of con-
temporary society,38 we offer it here in English for the first time. 

35    Backhaus 1992, p. 87.
36    Backhaus 1997, p. 29 (translated by the author).
37    ‘The subject of my work is basically only one thing: the problem of fetishism. It presents 

itself in three ways: as the objectivity of the economic object, then as the problem of its 
contradictory structure, i.e. as the problem of unity and difference, and finally as the basis 
of the analysis of non-empirical theories.’ Backhaus 1997, p. 34 (translated by the author).

38    See O’Kane 2018 for such an attempt. See also Best, Bonefeld and O’Kane (eds.) 2018 for 
examples of this sort of scholarship. 
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