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Political Terror in the Age of Global Modernity:
Adorno’s Critical Theory of Totalitarianism Revisited

LARS RENSMANN∗

University of Michigan

ABSTRACT This article explores Adorno’s critical theory of totalitarianism in the age of global
modernity. According to his model, modern totalitarian ideologies, regimes and movements are
distinct in their ‘ruthless arbitrariness’. They aim at exterminating ‘others’ and, ultimately, at
eradicating the very idea of freedom by means of unbound terror. Totalitarianism cannot be
adequately explained by or reduced to issues of culture and religion. In particular, totalitarian
movements can be traced back to tensions of global modern society that reach beyond the
scope of nationally circumscribed law and politics. However, while totalitarianism is no
direct expression of global modernity, from Adorno’s perspective it also cannot be understood
merely as an anti-modern rebellion. The global logic of modernisation emboldens transnational
emancipatory claims and democratic constitutionalism but also institutes a hegemonic ‘instru-
mental rationality’. Its inherent socioeconomic domination mechanism tends to render citizens
superfluous, facilitating new forms of (global) dependence that know no boundaries, and
enabling new modern authoritarianisms that can increase social susceptibilities to totalitarian
movements and terror. Past and present ‘totalitarianisms’ need therefore be understood as
apocalyptic political forces with little interest in economic and political bargaining but also
be situated in the persistent context of global modernity’s self-generated crises and failures;
modernity’s Other they are not.

Introduction

From the very beginning, ‘totalitarianism’ has been a politically contested, normatively
loaded, yet also elusive concept.1 Since the days of early twentieth century anti-fascists,
socialist intellectuals, exile theorists and their ‘lost debates’,2 few authors in the history of
political thought have been engaged in the project of a critical theory of totalitarianism, or
developed such theorising as part of a critical theory of political modernity (with the
notable exception of Hannah Arendt’s path-forging work on the Origins of Totalitarianism).3

∗Email: rensmann@umich.edu
1On the history of the concept, see most recently Anson Rabinbach, ‘Totalitarianism Revisited’, Dissent 53
(Summer 2006), pp. 77–84.
2William D. Jones, The Lost Debate: German Socialist Intellectuals and Totalitarianism (Urbana, IL: University of
Illinois Press, 1999).
3Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (San Diego, CA: Harcourt, 1968 [1951]). For an initial analysis of
the relationship between Arendt’s and Adorno’s theorizing on totalitarianism see Lars Rensmann, ‘Returning from
Forced Exile: Some Observations on Theodor W. Adorno’s and Hannah Arendt’s Experience of Postwar Germany
and the Political Theories of Totalitarianism’, Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook XLIV (2004), pp. 171–93.
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This article argues that Theodor W. Adorno, a leading figure of the Frankfurt School and
one of the most influential social philosophers and materialist critics of modern society,
offers substantive theoretical claims for exactly that: a distinct approach to the study –
and a critical theoretical understanding of – totalitarian movements and their origins in
the modern world. Yet, despite his persistent popularity in circles of cultural theory and
critical social philosophy, his work plays virtually no role in the arena of political theory
today. In particular, his writings on the problem of ‘totalitarian’ and ‘fascist’ movements
have been underexplored, if not completely neglected – especially in the context of
international relations and global political theory.4

For Adorno, who strongly supports democratic claims to public and indvidual autonomy
and cosmopolitan social justice, totalitarianism is a specific modern political/historical
formation. Yet for him the conditions under which it emerged are not just historical in
the sense of a past phenomenon; totalitarianisms and genocides are not merely an accident,
a Betriebsunfall of modern history. Rather, he suggests that they are deeply entangled
with modernity’s societal modes, logics and crises which themselves have increasingly
acquired global scope. ‘Totalitarian’ movements, old and new, are part and parcel of the
dialectics of modernity.5

4Some scholars incorporate Adorno’s work when they address related questions. Morton Schoolman reconstructs
the democratic core of critical theory and claims that nations must foster a democratic way of life which enhances
aesthetic individuality in order to prevent modernity’s path to destruction and genocide. Steven Roach points to
the relevance of the Frankfurt School theorists, among others, to understand contemporary authoritarianism in
international relations and praises that these theorists ‘drew on the oppressive practices of capitalism to establish
the link between reification and oppression/authoritarianism’ (p. xvii). Yet he does not further unfold this argu-
ment and its implications, let alone its relevance for a contemporary critical theory of totalitarianism. In their short
reference to Adorno, Chamsy el-Ojeili and Patrick Hayden’s work on critical theories of globalization reduce the
former largely to a critic of consumerist culture industry and presumably of a ‘loss of personal authenticity’
(p. 137). He hereby disappears as a theorist of modern societal and political formations, and of the modern tota-
litarian abyss in particular. William E. Scheuerman in his work on the Frankfurt School and the rule of law hardly
discusses Adorno at all. Even Richard Wolin avoids the subject in his important reassessment of the Frankfurt
School’s political legacy and ongoing relevance for contemporary issues and concerns. The most significant
related contribution on the subject is a recent book by Ira Katznelson, who, unfortunately, does not spend
much time engaging with Adorno’s work, either, though he is among those theorists who recognize that
Adorno thought that freedom is inseparable from enlightenment, and that enlightenment’s self-destruction
must be criticized without ‘throwing the baby out with the bath water’ and thus rejecting enlightenment altogether.
See el-Ojeili and Patrick Hayden, Critical Theories of Globalization (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); Espen
Hammer, Adorno and the Political (New York: Routledge, 2005); Ira Katznelson, Desolation and Enlightenment:
Political Knowledge after War, Totalitarianism, and the Holocaust (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008);
Steven Roach, ed., Critical Theory and International Relations (New York: Routledge, 2008); William
E. Scheuerman, Between the Norm and Exception: The Frankfurt School and the Rule of Law (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 1994); Morton Schoolman, Reason and Horror: Critical Theory, Democracy, and Aesthetic Individuality
(New York: Routledge, 2001); Richard Wolin, The Frankfurt School Revisited (New York: Routledge, 2006).
5Adorno never intended a fundamental, abstract critique – or abstract negation – of the very idea of modern
enlightenment and universal emancipation. A critical relationship to enlightenment reason and morality in
Adorno’s sense entails the project, in the words of Stephen Eric Bronner, to self-reflexively reclaim the Enlight-
enment. See Steven Eric Bronner, Reclaiming the Enlightenment: Towards a Politics of Radical Engagement
(New York: Routledge, 2004). As Adorno and Horkheimer argue: ‘The critique of enlightenment . . . is intended
to prepare a positive concept of enlightenment which liberates it from its entanglement in blind domination’.
Adorno, indeed, investigates the self-destruction of enlightenment in order to create self-awareness of this
process and ultimately to rescue enlightenment. Adorno’s method is ‘determinate negation’ with and beyond
Hegel. It gives prominence to an element which ‘distinguishes enlightenment from the positivist decay to
which [Hegel] consigned it’. ‘Enlightenment is totalitarian’ only in so far as it ‘prejudges its trial’, i.e. in so far
that it becomes a closed system and turns its claims to autonomy into its opposite: an eclusively heteronomous
logic. See Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002
[1969]), pp. xviii, 18. Indeed, as James Schmidt aptly puts it, the relentless critics remain loyal to Enlightenment

4 L. Rensmann



This article has two goals. First, it seeks to reconstruct and appraise Adorno’s analytic
understanding of totalitarianism as a new, distinctly modern and ultimately globally
relevant phenomenon. While Adorno employs a rather loose terminological usage of the
term and alters, for instance, between using ‘totalitarianism’, ‘totalitarian fascism’ and
‘fascism’ when conceptualising these novel modern movements and regimes, we can con-
ceive ‘totalitarianism’ with Adorno as a critical category. It is primarily reserved for a
specifically modern set of movements and regimes that systematically employ means of
terror, aiming at total global domination and the extermination of those they render
‘superfluous’ or declare to be ‘enemies’. By using Adorno’s de-essentialising concepts,
i.e. understandings that avoid fixed ‘culturalist’ explanations of such social and political
phenomena, we can better understand the nature of those movements that may be
conceived as ‘totalitarian’. Among other things, Adorno’s conceptualisation recognises
the relevance of totalitarian ideology and ‘irrational’ political paranoia. Such persecutory
fantasy is intimately linked to a comprehensive world-view that prejudges societal events
and agents according to a fixed ‘topology’ that classifies citizens, distinguishing between
believers that conform to its norms and enemies that are doomed. This world-view is
hardly susceptible to rational arguments, economic incentives and conventional bargain-
ing; its consequentialist logic leads to the unlashing of terror against ‘others’ who deviate
from the norm. It is therefore misguided to conceive of those distinctly totalitarian move-
ments as rational agents with confined territorial, political and economic interests. Yet
according to Adorno we also fail to understand – and indeed we mystify – this totalitarian
ideological dynamic and dynamism if we focus on the sphere of cultural particularities
and if we ignore their ‘modern’ and political character.

This leads, secondly, to the unpacking of Adorno’s project – and its critical appropria-
tion – in order to understand the phenomenon of ‘totalitarianism’ also in the context of
extralegal and even extrapolitical problems and crises of an emerging global modernity.
Totalitarianisms are, Adorno suggests, entangled in the dialectics of global modernity/
modernisation. Globalised modernity’s inner tensions and crises help facilitate totalitarian
‘politics of the extraordinary’.6 The seemingly anti-modern, ‘irrational’ totalitarian nullifi-
cation of the (meaning of) individuals, their freedom, plurality and diversity can also be
traced back to generalizable problems and modes of modern global social domination
and integration. Adorno points us to the broader social context and its global dynamics:
global modernity’s hegemonic ‘instrumental rationality’, it can be argued with Adorno,
also helps generate new forms of universal dependence, objectification and authoritarian
subjugation that make citizens and non-citizens susceptible to totalitarian ‘seductions of
unreason’.7 Past and present (anti-)modern totalitarian movements and their potentially
genocidal politics therefore also need to be situated in the context of modernity’s societal
conditions, tensions and volatilities.

The article revisits this theoretical approach because it offers some critical categories and
arguments for the political theorisation of totalitarianism in the age of global modernity.
Linking contemporary ‘totalitarian’ ideologies, threats and movements to dialectics of
modernity and anti-modernity may expand our understanding of their origins and features.
While the value of this theorising is contested and there are obvious limits to his to some

hopes. See James Schmidt, ‘Language, Mythology, and Enlightenment: Historical Notes on Horkheimer and
Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment’, Social Research 65/4 (1998), p. 835.
6Andreas Kalyvas, The Politics of the Extraordinary (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).
7This phrase is borrowed from Richard Wolin, The Seduction of Unreason (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2004).

Political Terror in the Age of Global Modernity 5



extent over-generalised explanations, the Adornian account thereby also provides relevant
impulses for critical contemporary political theorising in general.

Knowing No Limits: Rethinking Totalitarian Movements and their Global Ambitions

Adorno’s understanding of the specific nature of totalitarian domination, perceived as a
novel phenomenon emerging in modern society, is controversial and needs to be carefully
reconstructed. It is also less historically grounded and elaborated than the multi-faceted
theory of Hannah Arendt and less systematic than that of Raymond Aron. The former
made a major effort to examine totalitarianism’s political nature as a movement-state –
or in Arendt’s view, ultimately an ‘anti-state’ transcending state institutions and borders
– that is driven by ideology, terror and global ambitions.8 Furthermore, Adorno does
not use the term ‘totalitarianism’ as a systematic comparative category in political
theory. Although he understands the Stalinist Soviet Union as a totalitarian regime in
the variant of ‘administrative barbarism’,9 his primary empirical reference point is Nazi
Germany. He sometimes employs the terms ‘totalitarianism’ and ‘fascism’ interchangeably
to describe Nazism.10 While he offers little systematic or lexical ordering of totalitarian
features, Adorno’s theorising does, however, distinctly illustrate several key elements of
totalitarianism as a specific modern system, a regime, an ideology and a movement with
genocidal implications – first and foremost epitomised in Nazism.11

How does Adorno use and understand ‘totalitarianism(s)’? First of all, Adorno’s notion
of totalitarianism is not confined to the all-powerful state, in the sense of George Orwell’s
1984, that exercises control over its citizens. It is more about a self-mobilisation of groups
and societies than about a state or dictatorship controlling a population by force.
A conventional notion and common sense understanding of total rule does not grasp
the scope and essence of totalitarian domination, which is intimately linked to genocidal
politics and the social self-mobilisation of masses, both domestic and international.
Modern totalitarians, Adorno argues, seek to unleash an unprecedented kind of terror
and irrationality that has affinities with, but also needs to be distinguished from, former
despotic dictatorships, which primarily aim at the illiberal but ‘rational’ expansion of

8Arendt (note 3). While Arendt clearly views totalitarian movements as directed against the constitutional state and
its stable institutions, her argument about the relationship between totalitarianism and the nation-state is complex.
On the one hand, for Arendt totalitarian movements were ‘anti-national’ and scorned inward-looking nationalism;
they followed global goals and universal ideologies. On the other hand, however, nationalism and ultimately the
mythological ‘triumph of the nation over the state’ are conceptualized as an origin of totalitarianism and the emer-
gence of statelessness: not only had national identity lost its power to integrate society, but the very concept of the
nation-state was rendered, in Arendt’s words, ‘bankrupt’. The nationalist claims to ethnic superiority that allowed
for the expulsion of ‘non-national’ citizens also laid the foundation for pan-national movements that ultimately
turned totalitarian.
9Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics (New York: Continuum, 1973 [1967]), p. 367.
10Adorno’s use of the term ‘fascism’ is unquestionably indebted to Marxist terminology, while he was aware of its
inadequacies. Sometimes he also differentiates between ‘fascism’ of the Italian variant and ‘totalitarian fascism’;
Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 157. Adorno first and foremost deals with Nazism
which for him signifies the worst form of totalitarianism and a genocidal form of rule; yet conceptual distinctions
between fascism, Nazism and Stalinism are at times blurred. However, along the lines of Raymond Aron, Adorno
sees Stalinism and Nazism as totalitarian regimes and also distinct. Aron argues that the ‘aim of Soviet terror is to
create a society which conforms completely to an ideal, while in the Nazi case the aim was pure and simple exter-
mination’. Raymond Aron, Democracy and Totalitarianism: A Theory of Political Systems (Ann Arbor, MI: The Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, 1990 [1968]), p. 203.
11With Adorno we need to distinguish here between ‘totalitarianism’ as a specific ‘system’ or political terror regime
(in particular, Nazi totalitarianism) and ‘totalitarianism’ in the form of ideologies and movements advocating or
employing terror and seeking totalitarian rule.

6 L. Rensmann



political control. Totalitarianism (as a movement, ideology and system) is not primarily
directed against political opponents but against ‘chosen foes’ that are completely innocent
victims. Like the Jews under Nazism, these victims are deprived of their human status and
are reduced to numbers, mere ‘exemplaries of the species’. Under the ‘rationalized
madness’ of fascism and totalitarianism, they are doomed to be exterminated ‘on principle’,
not in response to any specific individual thought or action. According to Adorno, the core
of totalitarianism is terror against ideologically constructed ‘superfluous masses’, ‘parasites’,
‘others’, minorities, ‘enemies’. This is its primary novel quality: totalitarianism aims at,
and ultimately entails, the annihilation of its prospective victims independent from their
actual beliefs and actions. Adorno hereby argues that ‘depending on the constellation,
the victims are interchangeable’.12 A special feature of totalitarian terror is its omnipresent
threat; it can ultimately always strike against anyone.

In so doing, according to Adorno, totalitarian arbitrariness targets the very condition of
human freedom and autonomy. Totalitarians exterminate humans by virtue of an abstract
ideological classification, and with its victims they target the incalculable, the non-identical,
and the contingent: human spontaneity, diversity and individual difference – the sensuous
particular that does not fit into the ‘paranoid’ system of totalitarian ideology and society. In
the concentration camps, Adorno claims, ‘it was no longer an individual who died but a
specimen’.13 The totalitarian camps thus ratified the absolute triumph of the false universal
over the particular that is embodied in hermetic totalitarian world-views: the triumph over
difference and subjectivity. For Adorno, thus, totalitarian ideology and terror objectify
subjects to an unprecedented, previously unthinkable degree. As a regime, totalitarianism
thereby affects, and indeed transforms, the most existential aspects of what it means to be
human. The regime it represents a form of societal organisation the very essence of which
is systematic, genocidal mass annihilation that affects all humanity thereafter: ‘In the
camps death has a novel horror; since Auschwitz, fearing death means fearing worse
than death’.14

Adorno also understands totalitarianism as a dynamic movement that is driven by a total
ideology, rather than any stable all-encompassing power structure. Although intimately
linked to ‘order’, totalitarianism does not integrate the rebellious masses through stable
rule: absolute domination depends instead on the annihilation of diversity and living
‘others’ – terror which knows no end. Thus, totalitarian rule does not pursue any specific
programme or policy goals that would only impose limitations on its terror and dynamic:

Totalitarianism means knowing no limits, not allowing for any breathing spell,
conquest with absolute domination, complete extermination of the chosen foe.
With regard to this meaning of fascist ‘dynamism’, any clear-cut program
would function as a limitation, a kind of guarantee even to the adversary. It is
essential to totalitarian rule that nothing shall be guaranteed, no limit is set to
ruthless arbitrariness.15

This understanding, which focuses on the dynamic of terror against ideologically chosen
foes as totalitarianism’s driving force – rather than defining it as a static total political
order – conceives totalitarianism in terms of ‘ruthless arbitrariness’ (emphasis added).

12Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 140.
13Adorno, Negative Dialectics (note 9), p. 362.
14Ibid., p. 371.
15Theodor W. Adorno, ‘Anti-Semitism and Fascist Propaganda’, in Adorno, Gesammelte Schriften, Vol. 8
(Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1997 [1946]), p. 400.
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Totalitarianism is defined by its permanent movement, its dynamism, even though its ulti-
mate goal is identity with death, the eradication of living subjects. Its essence points to the
principle that ‘nothing shall be guaranteed’, that there are no safe havens on earth for
anyone. Adorno argues that, in totalitarian societies and movements, the individual’s
meaning is nullified, and ‘just as, depending on the constellation, the victims are inter-
changeable’, so ‘each of them can replace the murderers, in the same blind lust for
killing, as soon as he feels the power of representing the norm’.16 In the end, the
‘chosen foe’ (i.e. innocent victims who are objectified, persecuted and extinguished absol-
utely independent of their actual behaviour or political views), are as arbitrary as the execu-
tioners. Under this arbitrary spell all men are ultimately rendered ‘superfluous’17 and
become subjected to terror, although not everyone is declared an enemy and is persecuted.
For Adorno, then, totalitarianisms represent ultimately genocidal movements and forms of
rule which subsume and direct all modern and human means under the spell of a deeply
irrational, abstract purpose.18 In so doing, totalitarian movements as Adorno conceives
them are based on subjects overstepping all civilisational boundaries. In this they truly
know no limits: neither in the practice of relentless, dehumanising terror that devalues
all human life, nor in their search for enemies to be executed. Furthermore, these move-
ments are essentially transnational and expansionist: they do not recognise territorial
boundaries either. Totalitarianism and totalitarian goals are by definition global in their
reach and ambitions, and thus pose a global problem – and a challenge for humanity
both as an idea and an empirical reality.

To those regimes and movements which can be understood as totalitarian, Adorno
therefore attributes a supremacy of total ideology over economic or other rational interests
and clearly defined purposes.19 Its agents and followers embrace a comprehensive, apoca-
lyptic ideology rather than the pursuit of rational preferences in even the broadest sense of
the word. If anything, it breeds and serves its followers’ ‘collective narcissism’:20 totalitarian
ideology elevates the participating masses into a superior, selected race, class or religion.
This claim stands in sharp contrast, for instance, to realist international relations (IR)
schools of thought on the one hand and rational choice models on the other – both of
which by and large fail to comprehend the significance of world-views as an independent
force in shaping political behaviour. If people are willing to sacrifice their lives for some
kind of future redemption and ideology, we have to assume that those who partake in and
embrace totalitarian movements are not just economic victims or forced by means of
coercion. Adorno’s understanding of the phenomenon suggests we need to understand the
psychological desires for collective elevation and messianic redemption. Failing to conceive
the willing participants of totalitarian movements as true believers in a cause, however,
classical IR paradigms and rational/game theoretical models are not interested in – and there-
fore not able to adequately capture – these motives.21 Let us further unpack this argument.

16Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 140.
17See Dana R. Villa, Public Freedom (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2008).
18In the case of totalitarian Stalinism, one may include other forms of eliminationist mass violence and the category
of ‘politicide’, i.e. the wholesale execution of ‘dying classes’ and political groups; see on the concept of ‘politicide’
Markus Midlarsky, The Killing Trap: Genocide in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2005), pp. 309ff.
19In this understanding, Adorno’s account is congruent with Ignatieff’s definition of ‘apocalyptic’ terrorism; see
Michael Ignatieff, The Lesser Evil: Political Ethics in an Age of Terror (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2010).
20T.W. Adorno, ‘Anti-Semitism and Fascist Propaganda’ (note 15), p. 400.
21In Adorno’s perspective, understanding totalitarian ideology and politics means understanding the limits of their
susceptibility to rational political arguments, interests, and bargaining: it is difficult to argue about one’s rational
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What Drives Totalitarians? Between Barbaric Plurality and Dynamic Idealism

Referring to Franz Neumann’s ground-breaking study Behemoth – an early comprehensive
analysis of Nazism – Adorno argues that the notion of totalitarianism as a monolithic bloc
of political institutions or a total order simply ruling over society from above is particularly
misleading.22 What is demagogically constructed as total and unified (and bases its appeal
largely on providing a sense of unity, meaning and purpose) is in reality, Adorno suggests,
quite ‘pluralistic’ and anarchic: a dissipating society and movement that is only kept
together by ideology and terror. Under totalitarian domination, political will formation
is generated by a ruthless ‘competition between powerful social rackets that lacked any
plan. Maybe Neumann was the first to realise that the catchword ‘integration’, since
Pareto one of the central pieces of fascist ideology, is a cover-up for its opposite: the dis-
solution of society into divergent groups which are put under one umbrella by the new
form of domination’.23 According to Adorno, totalitarian politics, state and society, oper-
ating under the guise of bureaucratic organisation and the self-image of total homogeneity,
thus fall apart into a ‘barbaric plurality’ driven by an insane ideology. Totalitarian move-
ments and forms of rule, then, are shaped by the principles of an unstructured and
unrestricted reign of terror and the irrational rationale of killing those who are construed
as ‘the others’; it represents an ideologically formed ‘forced unity’24 of the disparate.

However, Adorno departs from Neumann in his emphasis of the role of totalitarian
ideology and its ‘dynamic idealism’25 as an engine of political terror. The significance of
rival factions under the façade of totalitarian unity does not preclude the power of ideologi-
cal beliefs. For Adorno, ideology becomes to some extent independent from social
contradictions; it also serves as an important substrate that temporarily binds the collective
together, like a thin but powerful patina over disparate, atomised groups and individuals.
Although ideological content may be flexible, in Adorno’s view totalitarian ideology – most
notably Nazi racism and anti-Semitism – plays a crucial role that Neumann was not willing
or able to attribute much weight to. According to Adorno, such totalitarian ideology is
different from previous ideology productions, both in its form and with regard to its
(global) aims. It seeks world dominion through concentrated terror,26 creating a world in
which individual attitudes or actions no longer have any significance. Adorno conceives

interest if ideology and power no longer take rational interest as their measure and, indeed, are self-destructively
spinning ‘out of control’. This claim stands in sharp contrast, for instance, to realist IR schools of thought which
fail to comprehend the significance of world-views as a force in political behaviour. On realism in IR based on
assumptions about rational power interests and perceptions of power balances by state agents, see for instance
Stephen Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1987). Even the ‘new realists’ in
IR as well as political philosophy, who ground their politics in contingent conditions, are driven by a fear of
change and destabilization and thus defend the ‘Westphalian’ political order. For Adorno (and Horkheimer)
such an approach does not only misconceive new manifestations of authoritarian and totalitarian politics and
their irrational dynamics. From a normative point of view, Adorno and Horkheimer also argue that buying
these absolute sovereignty claims may imply using international law to protect human rights abuses. See
Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 138.
22Franz Neumann, Behemoth; The Structure and Practice of National Socialism, 1933–1944 (New York: Ivan R. Dee,
2009 1942]); see on Neumann and the context of his theorizing also David Kettler and Gerhard Lauer (eds), Exile,
Science, and Bildung: The Contested Legacies of German Emigre Intellectuals (New York: Palgrave, 2005).
23Theodor W. Adorno, ‘Franz Neumann zum Gedächtnis’, in Adorno, Gesammelte Werke Bd. 20.2 (Frankfurt:
Suhrkamp, 1986 [1954]), pp. 700–2; see also Theodor W. Adorno, History and Freedom (Cambridge: Polity
Press, 2006 1964/[1965]), Lecture 10.
24Theodor W. Adorno, ‘Progress’, in Adorno, Critical Models: Interventions and Catchwords (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1998 [1964]), p. 145.
25Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 171.
26Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life (New York: Verso, 1994 [1951]), p. 107.
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totalitarian ideology as a closed topological system. As such, it shows family resemblances
with the underlying principle of modern rationalisation imperatives and related forms of
modern social control; it ultimately seeks to eradicate what deviates, the elusive particular,
the contingent and the unpredictable. Yet totalitarian ideology is distinct in that it has
lost contact with the object-world entirely, and is ultimately at odds with any rational
purpose. For Adorno, totalitarianism is absolute in the sense that it hermetically projects
itself onto the world without any self-reflection or reality check, thereby destroying the
spaces of individual and public freedom modern society had brought into existence.

For Adorno, it is much less totalitarian ideology’s specific content (and its particular
collective hatred directed against concrete enemies) and more its structure or form that
signifies a break with previous political ideologies. To be sure, collectivised and strongly
‘idealistic’ hatred against those Others who, by their very existence, seem to embody
difference from conformist homogeneity, plays an important role; for the totalitarian
masses, Adorno claims, the mere existence of the Other is a provocation.27 Yet totalitarian
ideology is also characterised by a generalised indifference to individual suffering. According
to Adorno, indifference and ideological drive are linked in their detachment from the
object world and from intersubjectivity. They constitute a fundamental misrecognition
of others and oneself. Accordingly, totalitarianism insists on the merciless execution of a
fixed ideological system: ‘The idea, having no firm hold on reality, insists all the more
and becomes the fixation’.28

However, most totalitarian movements have specifically targeted ‘the Jews’ as a collective
enemy, and blamed them as those allegedly ‘behind’ the modern malaise and modernity’s
crises; for Adorno, modern anti-Semitism and totalitarianism are intimately related. Based
on past anti-Semitic narratives, totalitarian anti-Semitism is a way to ‘make sense’ of global
modernity and offer a violent solution to its contradictions: by constructing ‘the Jews’ as the
dark conspirators behind the centrifugal powers of modern societies, indeed as the single
human cause of global capitalism, communal dissolution, postmetaphysical secularism
or cosmopolitan value change, the totalitarian promise is often tied to the extermination
of ‘Others’ and of concrete Others, the Jews, in particular – as well as offering the gratifica-
tion of unleashing unbridled violence against them. Such anti-Semitism is relevant among
modern totalitarian movements not because of any intrinsic features of Jews but because of
the historical matrix of modern anti-Semitism, which can be distinguished from colonial
racism: the former provides a personified comprehensive explanation of the modern
world, the latter does not. For Adorno, then, totalitarian anti-Semitism embodies in a
particularly acute manner the socio-psychological dynamic of political paranoia that is
constitutive of totalitarian ideologies and movements: it is a collectivised paranoia which
completely immunises or shelters itself from reality.29 Thus the victims of totalitarianism

27Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 150.
28Ibid., p. 157.
29On the Frankfurt School’s theorizing of anti-Semitism see Anson Rabinbach, ‘Why Were the Jews Sacrificed? The
Place of Anti-Semitism in the Dialectic of Enlightenment’, New German Critique 81 (Autumn 2000), pp. 49–64; Lars
Rensmann, Kritische Theorie über den Antisemitismus (Hamburg: Argument, 1998) and David Seymour, ‘Adorno
and Horkheimer: Enlightenment and Antisemitism’, Journal of Jewish Studies 51/2 (2000), pp. 297–312. See
recently also Jonathan Judaken, ‘Between Philosemitism and Antisemitism: The Frankfurt School’s Anti-Antise-
mitism’, in Phyllis Lassner and Lara Trubowitz (eds), Antisemitism and Philosemitism in the Twentieth and
Twenty-First Centuries: Representing Jews, Jewishness and Modern Culture (Newark, DE: University of Delaware
Press, 2008), pp. 23–46; Jan Plug, ‘Idiosyncracies: Of Anti-Semitism’, in Gerhard Richter (ed.), Language
Without Soil: Adorno and Late Philosophical Modernity (New York: Fordham University Press, 2010), pp. 52–
75; Julia Schulze Wessel and Lars Rensmann, ‘The Paralysis of Judgment: Arendt and Adorno on Anti-Semitism
and the Modern Condition’, in Lars Rensmann and Samir Gandesha, Understanding Political Modernity: Compara-
tive Perspectives on Arendt and Adorno (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2011); and specifically on the
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are, in principle, ‘interchangeable’ precisely because totalitarian ideologies and persecution
practices are detached from the victims’ actual human behaviour, yet historically
anti-Semitic imagery fulfills specific projective functions and is not just a ‘figure of
particularity’.30

In this understanding Jews are not a necessary or inevitable but a likely target of totali-
tarian projections, past and present. Projection, says Adorno, is inherent in all human
thought. For him, modern anti-Semitism’s affinity to totalitarianism (and its relevance
in all totalitarian movements) is anchored in the former’s mode of false projection, or
lack of reflection: it is a form of projection that turns paranoid precisely because it has
no capacity to reflect on its projective nature.31 Detached from any actual contact or inter-
action with the object of projection, the imagined object only mirrors the projecting self
with its destructive drives as well as all inhibited fantasies of a free life. Utilising a socially
transmitted, under certain conditions ‘legitimate’ set of stereotypes, the false, hermetic pro-
jection of the inner world onto the external world tears down all boundaries between the
self and society, as well as the capacity to distinguish between the two. This leads to political
paranoia, embodied most strikingly in the image of ‘the Jews’ as a historical societal matrix
of ‘the Other’ and the objectified personification of modernity. Such paranoia is, at the
same time, closely linked to modern totalitarian megalomania: the goal of mastering the
world completely, which in this closed logic requires the elimination of the ‘imagined
persecutors’. Thus, both totalitarian paranoia and the eliminationist goal of world
domination are, if we follow Adorno’s theory, often intimately linked within the political
mobilisations of totalitarian movements.

Twin Brothers: Totalitarianism and Genocidal Politics

According to Adorno, it is a key feature of totalitarianism’s ideology to be directed against
the ‘absolutely innocent’; hereby terror does not merely serve as means for total power.
Instead, and reminiscient of Arendt, terror is understood as totalitarianism’s essence
and, in the last instance, its end: genocidal intention and practice exemplify modern
power gone mad, leading to its own nihilistic destruction and disintegration under the
spell of total integration. Notwithstanding the totalitarian system’s inner centrifugal
dissolution, total integration is reserved for the victims of genocidal terror, who are
completely deprived of their individuality: ‘Genocide is the absolute integration. It is on
its way wherever men are leveled off . . . until one exterminates them literally, as
deviations from the concept of their total nullity.’32

As mentioned, Adorno argues that totalitarian systems and movements and their execu-
tioners are driven by a kind of dynamic idealism; while they are operating with ideological
guidance, any rational island sinks beneath the flood, and action becomes ‘a purpose in
itself, cloaking its own purposelessness’.33 In this process, the unbridled logic of terror
that is set loose prevails as much as the ‘glorification of action, of something going on,
simultaneously obliterates and replaces the purpose of the so-called movement’.34 In the

Frankfurt School’s empirical study of anti-Semitism and American labour Mark P. Worrell, Dialectic of
Solidarity: Labor, Antisemitism and the Frankfurt School (Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books, 2009).
30Plug (note 29), p. 251.
31Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 154ff; Horkheimer and Adorno conclude that ‘the
individual and social emancipation from domination is the countermovement to false projection.’ (ibid., p. 165).
32Adorno, Negative Dialectics (note 9), p. 362.
33Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 140.
34Adorno, ‘Anti-Semitism and Fascist Propaganda’ (note 15), p. 399.
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end, under the totalitarian spell no one is immune from the permanent terror that totali-
tarianism sets into motion. When no way out is left, the destructive drive ‘becomes entirely
indifferent to the question it never posed quite clearly: whether it is directed against others
or against its own subject’.35 In other words, totalitarianism is inherently self-destructive: a
form of suicidal ‘love of death’ (which was quite literally proclaimed by the Nazi movement
and today by neo-Nazis and radical Islamists). The Freudian Adorno interprets the
totalitarian urge to genocidal terror as the crystallisation of a social death drive generating
a new political reality. He also suggests that this new reality radicalises the irrelevance,
meaninglessness and superfluousness of the individual that is characteristic for modern
capitalist modes of societal reproduction in general, an argument we shall unpack below.

Moreover, as has been argued so far, in Adorno’s understanding the very lack of stable
political, social and legal order is a distinctive feature of totalitarianism that couples with
its genocidal drive: it points to its permanent need of motion and to the very disintegration
of society and social relations behind its own, self-proclaimed image of total integration and
total order. In the totalitarian process of universal dissolution, society, politics, bargaining
and reason altogether dissipate; they are replaced by the totalitarian movement and
ideology. Thus, modern totalitarianism is viewed as an expanding dynamic that transforms
and destroys all social relations in the context of the aforementioned ‘political paranoia’.
It aims not ‘only’ at the extermination of its chosen foes but also at the extinction of
the very conditions of freedom and diversity. It aims at the totality of domination over the
particular and the incalculable and, ultimately, the latter’s extinction. This entails – as
illustrated by the will to sacrifice the life of others and one’s own for the totalitarian cause
or in apocalyptic acts – that it is always also directed against its members and followers.

The Critical Meaning of Totalitarianism

Few political movements and relevant ideologies, let alone political regimes meet all these
analytic and descriptive criteria. As argued before, Adorno primarily developed them in the
face of Nazism, which seized power in the midst of modern European civilisation. Yet
Adorno’s critical argument also aims at drawing connections; totalitarian elements do
not start with the distinct, totalitarian system of domination and its genocidal mass
violence. For Adorno, while recognising ‘totalitarianism’ as a particular regime (and
especially the specificity of Nazi atrocities), this ‘ism’ must also be viewed as an ideology
or logic that can crystallise in contemporary movements and forms of terror that aim of
establishing total global domination over humanity. The totalitarian violence of the past,
which shaped the first globalisation of the twentieth century, represents first and foremost
a legacy that forces us to adjust our thinking, especially if it signifies an ‘apotheosis of the
destructive impulses at the heart of modern civilization’.36 In an Adornian perspective,
the Nazi terror of the camps truly changed the existential conditions of present and
future humanity; that this was possible in the midst of modern civilisation forces us to
view the history of civilisation retrospectively in a different light. Hence we need to
rethink the conditions of modern politics and society, Adorno suggests, in view of this
abyss that became political reality, and which from now on will have to be considered as
a real possibility that we have to avert in the future.37

35Adorno, Minima Moralia (note 26), p. 104.
36See Jeffrey C. Isaac, Democracy in Dark Times (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998), p. 23.
37Adorno, Negative Dialectics (note 9), p. 365; see also J.M. Bernstein, ‘Suffering Injustice: Misrecognition as Moral
Injury in Critical Theory’, in Gerhard Richter (ed.), Language Without Soil: Adorno and Late Philosophical Moder-
nity (New York: Fordham University Press, 2010), pp. 30–51.
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Without equating totalitarian genocide with other forms of oppression and crimes in
history,38 Adorno therefore seeks to decipher critical links between this ‘state of exception’
and the ‘normalcy’ of the modern condition. Without ignoring the importance of the rule
of law and constitutions – a ‘universal legal system’ – granting protection from arbitrary
interference,39 Adorno also problematises the modern legal sphere: ‘An equality in which
differences perish secretly serves to promote inequality’. The bounds that the legal realm
defines can ‘turn into real violence as they are sanctioned by law as the socially controlling
authority . . . In the dictatorships they become direct violence; indirectly, violence has
always lurked behind them’.40 Most importantly, he turns his eyes to the extrajudicial
antagonisms and underlying violence inherent to modern forms of power, laws and ration-
ality. He hereby attempts to understand the nuclei of totalitarian threats emerging within
global modern society – or, to put it differently, which are entangled within the dialectics
of modernity and capitalist modernisation. In the totalitarian attempt to eliminate the con-
tingent – the non-identical – by means of mass murder, Adorno sees a distinct phenom-
enon but also an affinity to other, regulated forms of modern social domination. This link
between modern social totality and totalitarian domination is one element that equips
Adorno’s conceptualisation of the latter with critical meaning. In his view, totalitarian
movements and regimes of the past are not to be equated with modernity, yet they are
also not external to the globalising tendencies of societal modernisation pressures and pro-
cesses, as well as concurring aspects of political modernity and its mass politics. Totalitar-
ianism, as ideology and practice, Adorno suggests, is not simply modernity’s Other. Rather,
Adorno sees the emergence of totalitarian movements as intertwined with the societal logics
of homogenisation, control, utility, subordination and exclusion that are also key features
of the modern world and the permanent transformations it forces upon us. In other words,
although Adorno recognises emancipatory claims to individual freedom, as well as the
meaning of democratic constitutionalism and the rule of law as part of political modernity’s
progressive features, he also suggests that modernity is kept under a spell of rationalised
domination and driven by a hegemonic ‘instrumental rationality’ that abstracts from
human needs and diversity. The inherent logic of this rationality leads to exclusion, subju-
gation and objectification; it tends to render citizens superfluous the world over while this
goes largely unnoticed – in contrast to Kant’s famous cosmopolitan claim that a rights vio-
lation anywhere is felt everywhere. Under the functional imperatives of modernisation
pressures that tend towards a globally constituted modernity and homogenised ‘cosmopo-
litan condition’,41 it can be expected from Adorno’s perspective that not only democratic
and cosmopolitan–universalistic claims will flourish. Reflecting on the power of structural,
socioeconomic forces and abstract forms of domination in modernity, we need to pay
attention to some fundamental tensions of modern society and to modernisation crises
that reach beyond the confines of law and politics. Adorno’s theorising focuses on those
– especially extrajudicial, yet constitutive – aspects of modernity/modernisation that
help facilitate anti-modern movements within and outside of ‘Western’ societies. Objecti-
fying the modern world and calling for violent ‘solutions’, these movements are themselves

38The move ‘of drawing a balance sheet of guilt is irrational, as though Dresden compensated for Auschwitz.
Drawing up such calculations, the haste to produce counter-arguments in order to exempt oneself from self-
reflection, already contain something inhuman, and military actions in the war, the examples of which, moreover,
are called ‘Coventry’ and ‘Rotterdam’, are scarcely comparable to the administrative murder of millions of
innocent people.’ Theodor W. Adorno, ‘The Meaning of Working Through the Past’, in Adorno, Critical
Models: Interventions and Catchwords (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), p. 90.
39Adorno, History and Freedom (note 23), p. 107.
40Adorno, Negative Dialectics (note 9), p. 309.
41Adorno, History and Freedom (note 23), p. 108.
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shaped by global modernity and its failures. This theoretical argument, which directs us to
some structural and social origins of totalitarianism under conditions of global modernity,
needs to be examined now by unfolding Adorno’s critical explanatory model.

Theorising Totalitarianism: On the Globalised Conditions of (Anti-)Modern
Political Terror

With Adorno we can understand modernisation as an all-encompassing, yet contradic-
tory logic that links a set of rationalisation processes. Powerful and ultimately universal,
the logic of modernisation continuously demystifies an increasingly disenchanted world.
It challenges traditional forms of repressive social organisation even in originally terri-
torially isolated, far-away places. Its pressure is unifying distant parts of the world and
its reach is global; ‘cosmopolitan’ modernisation pressures do not stop at territorial
boundaries but lead to forms of global, albeit asymmetric integration. According to
Adorno:

. . . it is no longer the case that so-called cosmopolitanism is the more abstract
thing in contrast to the individual nations; cosmopolitanism now posesses the
greater reality. We can now see a convergence of countless spheres of life and
forms of production, right down to clothing and all sorts of other things that
are based on American models. This convergence points to the convergence of
the fundamental processes of life. . . . Compared with this, the differences
between nations are merely rudimentary vestiges.42

This integration process does not only bring about cosmopolitan norms and claims to
freedom; first and foremost, it follows functional social imperatives driven by power
interests and what Adorno conceives as the homogenising pressure of the capitalist
exchange principle it follows an abstract, universal mechanism of utilisation through
which ‘universality squanders particularity’.43 In fact, these ‘modes of production’ trans-
cend and undermine nationally circumscribed forms of political organisation and law.
Those societal conditions ‘have come to prevail throughout the world’ and whatever the
modern exchange principle driven by instrumental reason obtains, ‘both in practical
terms and as far as its marketing value is concerned, these uniformities will emerge’. In
that event, ‘the forms of human existence which even now provide us with only an illusory
sense of diversity would plainly exhibit the fundamental equality of the exchange principle
which dominates our lives’.44 Such modernisation processes, to be sure, are disruptive,
forceful, often violent and contradictory; they produce new social antagonisms and also
meet resistance and failure.

Global modernity, then, can be conceived with Adorno as the condition of asymmetric
global integration to which this modernisation process tends. It is this context in which
Adorno also situates the emergence of totalitarian movements – they are seen as precondi-
tioned by the very process of modernisation and the conditions of global modernity that
these movements reject, and which they want to replace by new global totalitarian forms
of rule that are justified by totalising ideologies.

While cultural contexts and factors may play a role in the emergence of specific
totalitarian movements, Adorno argues against cultural relativism that seeks to explain

42Ibid., p. 110.
43Bernstein, ‘Suffering Injustice’ (note 37), p. 51.
44Adorno, History and Freedom (note 23), p. 109.
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totalitarian conditions, movements and politics through some essentialised ‘cultural’ or
‘religious’ origins, let alone some ‘clash of civilizations’, using Samuel Huntington’s
phrase.45 Instead, Adorno’s theorising aims at understanding modern totalitarianism as
historically situated, and primarily socially and politically generated; it is never inevitable
but has become an actual historical possibility. To be sure some of the ‘particularly
horrible features of Nazism’ were in his view due to ‘the specific situation of German
nationalism’ and Germany’s ‘belated nation building process’;46 in other words, the
resulting ethnocultural Übernationalism in Germany made up for a long lack of actual
state formation. Yet he insists with Max Horkheimer in their discussion of ‘totalitarian
anti-Semitism’ that this is:

. . . in no way . . . a specifically German phenomenon. Attempts to extract it from a
questionable entity such as ‘national character’, or the pitiful and hollow imprint
of what was once called ‘Volksgeist’ (people’s spirit), downplay the
inexplicable elements that need to be understood. The problem needs a societal
explanation, and this is impossible in the sphere of national particularities.47

What, then, are these societal conditions? More specifically, what is the ‘logic’ that
presumably renders totalitarianism a historical and actual possibility, and how can we
conceive the dialectics of modernity, anti-modern totalitarian movements, and modern
genocide in Adorno’s perspective?

Although staunchly opposed to any historical determinism48 and explicitly challenging
Hegel’s notion of a universal history,49 Adorno claims to be able to trace a systematic
expansion of domination over nature in the course of global history. According to
Adorno, past and present societal principles of organisation and socialisation have
always been ruled by, and trapped in, forms of rationality that are ultimately defined by
a logic of domination and control that suffocates spaces of freedom. In spite of political
modernity’s emancipatory promises and claims to universal freedom, global modernity
is entangled in a presumably all-permeating, blind instrumental logic of social modernis-
ation. In this societal logic the individual has no value of his or her own, is no ‘end in
itself’, to use Kant’s famous variation of the Categorical Imperative in his Foundation,
but becomes generally subjected to an abstract rationality. Exposed to this powerful
equivalence principle, humans become superfluous as individuals. These ‘real abstractions’
from the needs and interests of particular living subjects, if we follow Adorno, cement
genuinely modern forms of universal subjugation and dependence. They undermine the
very autonomy that enlightenment modernisation had reclaimed for the individual and
the public and replace it by new forms of heteronomy. These abstractions from human
individuality and needs, Adorno argues, also pave the way for totalitarianism’s direct
violence: the extermination of the ‘superfluous’ individual.

Adorno places the critique of instrumental rationality and ‘objective’ ‘real abstractions’ at
the heart of what we can conceive as his critical theory of modern totalitarianism.50 This

45Samuel Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1998).
46Adorno, History and Freedom (note 23), p. 112.
47Theodor W. Adorno und Max Horkheimer, ‘Vorwort zu Paul W. Massings,Vorgeschichte des politischen Anti-
semitismus’, in Max Horkheimer, Gesammelte Schriften, Vol. 8 (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1985), p. 128 (author’s
translation).
48See, for example, Adorno, Negative Dialectics (note 9), pp. 216ff.
49Ibid., p. 313.
50See Axel Honneth, The Critique of Power: Reflective Stages in a Critical Social Theory (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,
1993).
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argument is strongly indebted to Marx’s socio-economic critique of capitalism (and
especially to the fetishism chapter of Capital). Viewing the ‘real’ or ‘objective’ ‘abstraction’
as the constitutive principle of commodity-producing societies, and therefore of moder-
nity, Marx points out that the apparent mystical qualities of commodities stem not from
their use value as particular objects but from their exchange value (or abstract value).
Marx initially developed a theory of modern reification induced by the exchange principle
and the universal equivalent, according to which the general/abstract is no longer only an
aspect or nomer (signifier) of the particular (signified) but the particular becomes merely
an exchangeable expression of the general-abstract. Late modernity, Adorno argues, totalises
this subsumption of the particular on a global scale. In other words, under conditions of
global modernity living relations between individual humans become reified and subsumed
under abstract societal imperatives, such as profit and the consolidation of the existing
order and power system. As a mere expression of abstract imperatives and functional
social demands, the life of citizens and (human) rights-bearers becomes an appendix to
the societal whole and, if they do not fulfill their functions as producers or servants, they
become interchangeable and obsolete.

This axiom is crucial if we are to understand Adorno’s conception of societal totality and,
hence, the origins of modern totalitarianism.51 In this perspective, modernisation as tota-
lisation of ‘real abstractions’ becomes most relevant in its advanced globalised stage.
Adorno claims that, under the levelling rule of universal abstraction, individuals, which
modernity has set free from immediate domination, also tend to turn potentially into
the ‘faceless ‘herd’ (Trupp), which Hegel identified as the outcome of enlightenment’.52

This argument points back to Hegel in a broader critical sense, as Habermas points out:
the same subjectivity which had initially been the apparition of the source of all emancipa-
tion reveals itself, in the unreflected practice of modern enlightenment rationality, to be the
origin of an objectification run wild.53 Accordingly, society’s ‘real abstraction’ leads to utter
sameness and the eradication – and potential persecution – of perceived difference.54

Under conditions of twentieth and twenty-first century organised capitalism, then, the
exchange principle pushes individuals to their own nullification: the abstraction of
exchange value, the logic of subjugation under the principle of fungibility, presumably
merges with a universal ‘dominance of the general over the particular, society over its
forced members, apart from all social or class differences’.55 Under the spell of the abstract

51Commodities (including labour itself), just like productions of the human brain in the religious world, ‘appear as
independent beings endowed with life, and entering into relation both with one another and the human race.’ Karl
Marx, Capital, Vol. I (Moscow: Foreign Language Publishing House, 1961 [1867]), pp. 72ff. Through commod-
ities’ exchange value, which expresses a social relation and no material quality, particular dimensions are hom-
ogenized in a process of ‘real’ or ‘objective’, i.e. societal abstraction (from their history, specificity, labour, etc.).
In capitalist societies human relations, therefore, become determined by the ‘fantastic’ relations between things,
ruled by the principle of ‘mutual exchangeability’. Hereby social relations are not only objectified by exchange
value, appearing as relations between objects, but relations between objects seem to come alive and rule over
society. Adorno also adhers to the method of Capital, ‘in which, paradoxically, what should be the concrete, his-
torical whole has itself undergone a kind of collapse back into abstraction.’ Neil Larsen, ‘The Idiom of Crisis: On
the Historical Immanence of Language in Adorno’, in Gerhard Richter (ed.), Language without Soil: Adorno and
Late Philosophical Modernity (New York: Fordham University Press, 2009), p. 123.
52Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 9.
53Jürgen Habermas, ‘Conceptions of Modernity: A Look Back at Two Traditions’, in Habermas, The Postnational
Constellation (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001), p. 136.
54See Moishe Postone, ‘Anti-Semitism and National Socialism’, in Anson Rabinbach and Jack Zipes (eds), Germans
and Jews since the Holocaust (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1986), pp. 302–14.
55Theodor W. Adorno, ‘Gesellschaft’, in Adorno, Soziologische Schriften I (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1979), p. 13f.
Author’s translation.
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universals of global modernity’s instrumental reason, oriented at (exchange) value and
functionality and economic progress for progress’s sake, ‘anything which does not
conform to the standard of calculability and utility’ is threatened. In this context, enlight-
enment’s ‘own ideas of human rights’ tend to fare ‘no better than the older universals’.56 In
Adorno’s model, human rights therefore tend to become secondary, just as claims to auton-
omy and democracy, to systemic modernisation demands and power interests. It is this
merciless logic of unreflected modernisation and its often disastrous effects on human
lives, then, that help instigate ‘blind rebellions’ against modernity. Adorno points hereby
to an underlying dissolution of community and intersubjectivity that finds its predecessor
in the logic of bureaucratic rule and the anarchy of market capitalism which totalises,
homogenises and excludes – while it simultaneously dissolves societal groups into a plur-
ality of atomised subjects and agents. In this view, totalitarianism is not entirely set apart
from modernity but radicalises the modern dissolution of societal bonds.

To be sure, Adorno recognises time and again that the ideas and institutions of political
modernity do create unprecedented political opportunities for human emancipation and
public life. Yet he suggests that global modernisation also provides enabling conditions
for new forms of unfreedom and societal regress – and, indeed, mass violence potentially
running amok. In the view of his critical social theory, the specific condition of ‘modernity’
signifies the evolution of mass society and culture, and a distinct, highly complex social
fabric, driven by a homogenising logic of permanent rationalisation and utilisation that
penetrates all societal spheres. It turns the social world into means for abstract ends: the
universalisation of profit and modern power. Recognised as a child of disenchanting
enlightenment rationality, modernity does not only embody the self-consciousness and
self-critical use of the human ‘faculties’ of reason and judgment, but also reason’s practical
entanglement in dominant, continuous modernisation imperatives that characterise the
modern state and society. Under the spell of such modernisation demands, rationality is
structurally transformed into the functional logic of a society which largely fails to fulfil,
and even inverts, the promise of human emancipation by turning humans into mere
means of societal reproduction and abstract ends, ultimately rendering superfluous those
masses of individuals who cannot be utilised. This presumed totalising and globally expan-
sive logic, Adorno suggests, is modelled after parameters of ‘scientific’ functionality and a
bureaucratic–administrative form of rule, creating an ‘iron cage’ (Max Weber) or social
totality in which human relations tend to be undermined. Human beings become objecti-
fied and atomised – and irrelevant as individuals – in the ‘real world with its overpowering,
structured institutions’ even if citizens are, in democratic contexts, ‘formally free subjective
agents’.57 As argued before, the dominant rationale and assimilation pressure of modern
society also reduce these presumably isolated individuals to sameness. The powerful
modern identity principle subsumes the diversity of the world according to abstract func-
tional imperatives. Thereby modernisation often leaves societies in conditions of failure,
crisis and disarray, without necessarily compensating for this dissolution by providing
constitutionally guaranteed freedoms. In Adorno’s model, the gap between this societal
logic and democratic claim, is fertile soil for totalitarian movements.

Modern Authoritarianism and the Political Volatility of Global Modernity

In Adorno’s model, we can identify three major consequences of universal modernisation
imperatives and global modernity that are especially conducive to the rise of totalitarian

56Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 3
57Theodor W. Adorno, History and Freedom (note 23), p. 204.
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movements. First, this one-sided rationalisation process affecting global society is out of the
reach of democratic public control; individual and political competences, responsibility and
autonomy are hence structurally diminished. According to Adorno, modern society’s
principle of fungibility and utility has largely broken individual resistance to it. Adorno
therefore claims that modern society, which has enabled individual autonomy and
claims to emancipate the self, may also structurally facilitate the weakening of autonomous
qualities of the ego – along with a loss of human bonds. Adorno calls this the ‘progress of
barbaric disconnection’:58 Under the mythical spell of societal pressures, people increas-
ingly lose the capacity for introspection. For Adorno, this is directly linked to the formation
of authoritarian personalities, which are not just characteristic of traditional societies but,
in distinct ways, also especially of modern societies. In fact, Adorno goes so far as to see a
certain type of authoritarian character as the – in Max Weber’s sense – ideal-type of late
modern subjectivity.59 It is marked by the permanent undermining of forms of genuine
‘experience’60 and critical human capacities: self-consciousness and conscience. Weakened
as independent subjects by incomprehensible yet powerful societal mechanisms and power
systems which also tend to eliminate individual judgment and responsibility, citizens
largely comply with global modernity’s disciplinary matrix.61 They can consequently
become more easily attracted to modern conformism, nationalism, political author-
itarianism and, ultimately, the totalitarian political imaginary.

Authoritarianism and its political manifestations, then, should not just be understood
as a problem of ‘traditional’ societies that are now exposed to global modernisation. They
are also part and parcel of existing, unreflective modernisation processes and political
modernity itself, in which responsibility and domination are no longer primarily (inter)-
subjective but become structural: for instance, unemployment, dependency on the global
capitalist system and systemic superfluousness are not the product of individual agency
but of abstract societal processes, rendering political progress, constitutional protections
and indivisible human rights volatile. This structurally induced authoritarian denigration
of – and abstraction from – individuality and diversity possibly engenders, in Adorno’s
account, the aforementioned politicised paranoia that re-establishes personified expla-
nations of the complex modern world: ‘Because paranoiacs perceive the outside world
only in so far as it corresponds to their blind purposes, they can only endlessly repeat
their own self, which has been alienated from them as an abstract mania’.62 For
Adorno, to be sure, the principles of objectification have shaped the bourgeois subject
throughout history; modern indifference originated in ‘coldness, the basic principle of
the bourgeois subject’.63 Adorno traces the nucleus of this logic back to the beginning
of civilisation. But the hegemony of power and ‘instrumental rationality’ as an all-
permeating principle has come to full fruition under conditions of global modernity:64

58Ibid, p. 130. Author’s translation. ‘Disconnection’ signifies the German original ‘Beziehungslosigkeit’, which in
the first translation is inappropriately translated into ‘meaninglessness’. Trapped in antagonistic relations of sub-
mission, this form of enlightenment increases the subject’s alienation from nature, others and itself.
59See Theodor W. Adorno Else Frenkel-Brunswik, Daniel J. Levinson and R. Nevitt Sanford, The Authoritarian
Personality (New York: Norton, 1982), pp. 355ff.
60On notions of experience relevant here see Martin Jay, Songs of Experience: Modern American and European Vari-
ations on a Universal Theme (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2006); Martin Jay, ‘Taking on the Stigma
of Inauthenticity: Adorno’s Critique of Genuineness’, in Gerhard Richter (ed.), Language without Soil: Adorno and
Late Philosophical Modernity (New York: Fordham University Press, 2009), pp. 17–29.
61Habermas, ‘Conceptions of Modernity’ (note 53), p. 140.
62Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 157. To be sure, in spite of this diagnosis the modern
subject, Adorno suggests, also ‘offers the promise of freedom.’ See Plug (note 29), p. 74.
63Adorno, Negative Dialectics (note 9), p. 363.
64See J.M. Bernstein, Adorno: Disenchantment and Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).

18 L. Rensmann



in this late stage, utilitarian reasoning turns all and everything into objects while
constituting ‘power as the principle of all relationships’.65

Second, there is an increasing chasm between modern democratic claims to freedom and
promises to well-being and happiness, on one hand, and the social dependencies and
inequalities, ruthless moderniziation pressures and crises, and overall powerlessness to
influence their fate to which citizens in societies around the world are exposed, on the
other. In Adorno’s framework, this chasm further preconditions the attractiveness of
destructive irrationalism within Western societies and in their dependent peripheries.
The more goods society produces, the bigger modernity’s potential is to enable everyone
to live a human life without scarcity and pain, and the more a reasonable, free and just
organisation of society under full democratic control, operating according to self-deter-
mined human needs, seems possible. Thus, the frustration must be all the greater among
citizens and humans when class society, social injustice and exclusion persist on the
national and global scale in view of these modern human possibilities. This contradiction,
Adorno argues, increases the susceptibility to totalitarian violence among those who are
excluded from goods, rights and democratic freedom.66

Third, Adorno contends that the totalising logic of global modernity also unleashes a
powerful dynamic of permanent change, destabilisation, circulation and temporality:
social modernisation takes place continuously, whether reasonable or not. Global moder-
nity is never static but characterised by, for better or worse, a set of permanent political,
cultural and social changes, ranging from the (post)industrial revolution to voluntary and
forced migration; the uprooting of traditions, of political membership and citizens; to
technological revolutions and most importantly to the expansion of capital movements
and economic crises. This continuous logic of transformation, temporality and rupture
also finds reflection in the volatility of modern politics, systems and human rights. It
characterises the overall precarious dynamics of political modernity, which is epitomised
by mass politics, democratic and totalitarian movements, unstable, quickly changing pol-
itical systems in twentieth-century Europe, upheavals and revolutions, world wars and
genocide. In these processes, separations of power, democratic political representations
and distinctions between state and society were established along with free public
spheres67 – and often quickly dismantled. Most importantly for our context, there are
anti-modern political formations marching in step with the aforementioned processes
of modernisation. They simultaneously reflect and react to modernity. Adorno perceives
them, and the turnover into violence they represent, as much as part and parcel of the
modern world as democratic aspirations and the emergence of constitutional and
human rights norms.

65Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 5.
66From a sociological perspective, Adorno understands totalitarian movements not necessarily as a distorted rebel-
lion that is limited to the disenfranchised masses or the working class; reification and potential totalitarian
regressions cut across classes, as Adorno argues especially in his work on Mannheim; see e.g. Theodor
W. Adorno, ‘The Sociology of Knowledge and its Consciousness’, in Adorno, Prisms (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1981), pp. 37–49; see also David Kettler, Volker Meja and Nico Stehr, ‘Rationalizing the Irrational: Karl
Mannheim and the Besetting Sin of German Intellectuals’, The American Journal of Sociology 95/6 (1990),
pp. 1441–73.
67‘Not only does democracy require the freedom to criticize and need critical impulses. Democracy is nothing less
than defined by critique. This can be recalled in the simple historical fact that the conception of the separation of
powers, upon which every democracy is based, from Locke to Montesquieu and the American constitution up to
today, has its lifeblood. The system of checks and balances, the reciprocal overview of the executive, the legislative,
and the judiciary, means as much as that each of these powers subjects the others to [public] critique and thereby
reduces the despotism that each power, without this critical element, gravitates to’. T.W. Adorno, ‘Critique’, in
T.W. Adorno, Critical Models: Interventions and Catchwords (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), p. 281.

Political Terror in the Age of Global Modernity 19



The Dialectics of Global Modernity and Anti-modern Totalitarian Rebellions

According to this ‘dialectical’ model, totalitarian movements – while being independent,
ideologically motivated forces which are responsible for their actions – benefit from the
inner tensions, contradictions, crises and modes of global integration that constitute
global modernity. They claim to rebel against the existing global system and can do so
more effectively because actual global modernisation pressures often undermine exactly
the volatile democratic autonomy that is associated with them, and because global
modernity has failed on its promises. The existing global system helps reproduce global
injustice, and ultimately continues to render entire populations and (post)industrial
‘reserve armies’ (Marx) superfluous. Weakened societies and masses that particularly
suffered from such modernisation crises and failures while being exposed to the
demands of the world market tend to be more susceptible to radical and even totalitarian
movements. The latter’s rebellion against modernity is blind, however, and turns into
arbitrary terror. It is, if you will, an ‘abstract negation’ of modernity that partly originates
in modern contradictions.

In an Adornian perspective, thus, such totalitarian movements, which are first and fore-
most the product of modern mobilisations, dynamics and interactions rather than cultural
or religious residues, are themselves shaped by modern means and conditions. In Adorno’s
view, totalitarian rebellions are in part preconditioned precisely by the totalisation of an
objectifying modern rationality that totalitarians seek to abandon. Objectification runs
amok in their vision of global domination. In this account, they reinforce the universally
objectifying logic of global modernity which they claim to oppose, and display an even
more radical indifference to human lives: the strident voices ‘of fascist rabble-rousers
and camp commanders show the reverse side of the same social condition. The screaming
is as cold-blooded as business.’68 Their reaction to modernity is deeply entrenched in
modern developments and ideologies that engender collectivism, (pan-)nationalism and
intimately related forms of reified friend–enemy distinctions that ultimately embolden
the apocalyptic use of modern means of terror. In a way, totalitarian movements as
understood by Adorno push global modernity’s inherently instrumental rationality,
which objectifies the world and its citizens and is indifferent to their needs, to its
extreme. However, totalitarianism also marks a radically distinct, anti-modern project:
the violent, authoritarian rebellion against modern reason and its emancipatory claims
and qualities. Abandoning enlightenment altogether, totalitarian movements’ rationality
is hereby reduced to the technological application of the means of mass murder. While
totalitarian movements claim to fight against the ‘evils’ of modernity by openly violent
means, they only seek to abandon modernity’s freedom and individual rights and liberties.
Yet they amplify and indeed totalise the logic of authoritarian subordination, social utility
and exclusion of diversity that is inherent in the socioeconomic domination exerted by
hegemonic modernisation which, Adorno suggests, renders individuals meaningless.

Genuinely totalitarian movements, rebelling against modernity and the centrifugal
tendencies of the capitalist system, consequently politically ratify the end of public and
individual autonomy by reestablishing direct oppression and, ultimately, the politics of
extermination against their objectified ‘enemies’. Benefitting from powerful societal ten-
dencies that disempower individuals, they destroy the residues, claims and institutions of
freedom and equality that are part of the ‘modern condition’, and they exploit the volatility
of modern ‘risk societies’ (Ulrich Beck). Thus for Adorno, totalitarian movements and

68Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 150.
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practices totalise certain societal powers and principles at work in modernity, yet turn the
latter’s abstract rationality into the complete irrationality of terror.

His theoretical model focuses on principles of societal organisation, and the way they
shape a particular, ‘limited’ and exclusionary mode of rationality that facilitates submissive
and ‘blind’ forms of political authority. However, totalitarian movements do not just
radicalise tendencies inherent in modernity. Although it appears that way at times,
Adorno does not suggest a continuity argument: for him totalitarian movements are not
merely the continuation of generalised modern domination. Instead, Adorno conceives a
dialectic of modernisation and anti-modernisation that turns the rebellion against
modern oppression into total domination and relentless terror: Totalitarian fascism,
Adorno says, is ‘totalitarian in seeking to place oppressed nature’s rebellion against dom-
ination directly in the service of domination’.69 Totalitarian movements are themselves,
as indicated, both anti-modern and modern; they epitomise modernity’s volatility and
its potential collapse into barbaric, unleashed and unbridled violence against ‘Others’. In
that, indeed, totalitarians know no limits: neither in the glorification of the use of mass
violence against humans, nor in the system of domination they seek to establish over
tortured individuals, nor in their territorial reach.

In this critical framework, totalitarians thus seek to turn globalised modern civilisation
with its problematic, restrictive and repressive undercurrents, into politicised madness.
They are ready to execute the logic of identity by committing atrocities against ‘Others’
for some abstract, crazy, allegedly higher good.70 However, this is by no means inevitable.
Adorno recognises that the emergence of totalitarian reactions against modernity needs the
active mobilisation of agents and masses who actualise this (anti-)modern threat and possi-
bility, and who exploit some favourable conditions related to political modernity and its
crises. If modernisation processes fail and modernity faces severe economic and political
crises, however, societal dependencies paired with widespread authoritarian dispositions
can turn into blind aggression that can be effectively mobilised by totalitarian movements.

Adorno hereby attributes a significant role to the totalitarian leader as the ‘messiah’ who
reveals the ‘truth’ to his audience of believers. Such leaders need to be distinct and create an
image of superiority. Yet in order to gather mass support they must also demonstrate that
they are similar to the ordinary followers that give their lives to the movement and its global
mission.71 In Adorno’s view, the leader plays a crucial role in moulding disenfranchised
masses into a political movement, thereby politicising and actualising totalitarian potentials
in society. The totalitarian leader makes, Adorno argues:

. . . world history the executor of inescapable catastrophes and downfalls. As com-
pletely insane or absolutely rational, he annihilates those marked down as victims
either by the individual act of terror or by the well-considered strategy of extermi-
nation. In this way he succeeds. Just as women adore the unmoved paranoid man,
nations fall to their knees before totalitarian fascism.72

69Ibid., p. 152.
70Ibid., p. 213.
71T.W. Adorno, ‘Anti-Semitism and Fascist Propaganda’ (note 15), p. 398.
72Adorno/Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment (note 5), p. 157. Adorno sometimes emphasizes the sadistic
pleasure of those who have been exercising terror; at other times he sees the horrors committed ‘rather as measures
of blind planning and alienated terrorization than for spontaneous gratification’. See Adorno, Minima Moralia
(note 26), p. 103. On the problematic image of women in Adorno’s work see Andrew Hewitt, ‘A Feminine
Dialectic of Enlightenment? Horkheimer and Adorno Revisited’, New German Critique 56, special issue (1992),
pp. 143–70.
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Global Modernity and ‘Totalitarian Crystals’ in the twenty-first Century – a Critical
Reappraisal of Adorno’s Theory

Now, does this Marxist-inspired, in part quite abstract, enigmatic, indeed at times even
opaque theorising have any relevance for our understanding of past and present ‘totalitar-
ian’ formations? Does it have critical significance for contemporary political theory?
Several criticisms should be considered. We should give Adorno credit for engaging
with ‘real’ political issues and challenges of the twentieth century instead of falling prey
to stylised formalism. However, that does not make his claims automatically more acces-
sible, and it also comes with a catch. The matter is complicated by the fact that Adorno
only offers elements, or fragments, of a critical theory of totalitarianism. He himself is
apparently insecure about the usage of the term – and thus varies in it – and does not
provide a fully coherent or systematic conceptualisation or theoretical model. In fact, in
spite of my attempt to reconstruct a more or less robust set of arguments that Adorno
puts forth, his claims and propositions are riddled with tensions that are, indeed,
under-theorised. First and foremost, however, Adorno’s critical theory, which seeks to
understand the nature of modern totalitarian movements and their origins in the
dialectics of (global) modernity, over-generalises societal phenomena and processes.
Many of his broad sociological claims about global modernity, for instance, can be con-
tested, although much recent global political theory shares the assumption that proble-
matic ‘globalization forces’ and the ‘global economic order’ make people ‘vulnerable to
decisions . . . over which they have little control’.73 In a way, his theory seems to work
with too sweeping a brush and thus somewhat replicates the modern ‘real abstractions’
from the particular which he so aptly criticises. As such, his theory lacks the historical
specificity that is necessary to really explain the rise of contemporary – transnational
and domestic – totalitarian movements. For instance, even if we classify neo-Nazi and
radical jihadist movements as ‘totalitarian’ according to Adorno’s criteria (with constitu-
tive features such as an all-encompassing ideological world-view linked to political
paranoia and eliminationist anti-Semitism, ruthless arbitrariness towards human life
and the willingness to employ random or systematic terror and suicidal sacrifice against
objectified ‘enemies’, the ambition of global rule, and the destruction of [Western]
‘modernity’ etc.), it is difficult to understand their genesis and meaning without an
analysis of their specific ideologies, historical circumstances, and other contextual factors.

In fact, Adorno tends to slip into a dark image of modernity which undermines its very
own conceptual distinctions. There is some validity in Jürgen Habermas’s reflection that
Adorno’s critique of the modern condition may itself engender the ‘self-referentiality of
a totalising critique of reason’.74 Indeed, there is at least a tendency to situate the analysis
of totalitarianism in a ‘grand theory’ and an abstract, generalised critique of world-
historical processes, i.e. of universal modern developments which have made the relapse
into barbarity possible. To be sure, global modernity is not demonised as such but seen,
in a non-teleological double perspective,75 as ‘the age of both utopian and absolutely
destructive possibilities’.76 Still, while paying attention to extrajuridical contradictions
and societal rationales, Adorno’s model also underestimates the relevance of a political
culture grounded in modern democratic constitutionalism, the cosmopolitan evolution
of rights entitlements, and the rule of law and due process as largely effective barriers

73Cécile Laborde, ‘Republicanism and Global Justice: A Sketch’, European Journal of Political Theory 9/1 (2010):
31–47.
74Habermas, ‘Conceptions of Modernity’ (note 53), p. 130.
75See Simon Jarvis, Adorno: A Critical Introduction (New York: Routledge, 1998).
76Adorno, ‘Progress’ (note 24), p. 143.

22 L. Rensmann



that keep modern totalitarian movements at bay.77 Moreover, any theoretical transfer is
tricky; Giovanni Sartori understood this as the ‘travelling problem’ of concepts over
time.78 This is one more reason why certain historical distancing from Adorno’s model
is obligatory; we should not expect him to do our work for us.79 In particular, such transfer
becomes complicated by the new shape of totalitarian groups and the current conditions
under which they emerge. Totalitarianism does not necessarily recur in the form of political
regimes or mass movements. As Seyla Benhabib points out, its new form may be the
totalitarian ‘cell’,80 or in the words of Nancy Fraser, ‘proto-totalitarian crystals’81 that
operate autonomously around the world, yet are linked by shared ideologies.

Yet in spite of apparent insufficiencies and limitations, the Adornian model, as concep-
tualised here, may still offer some relevant theoretical impulses for a critical study and
understanding of those contemporary transnational ‘totalitarian’ ideologies and ‘crystals’
in global society. I argue that Adorno’s theory provides at least four important directions
for critical theorising of totalitarianism and totalitarian movements, past and present.

First, Adorno susbstantiates some helpful ‘Arendtian’ distinctions between on the one hand
conventional dictatorships and on the other hand totalitarian movements and movement-
states that are driven by a global ideology and employ violence in the form of terror beyond
specific political, economic and territorial purposes. Adorno does not view modern totalitar-
ianism simply as a radical form of Machiavellian power politics, or as something that can be
understood through Kant’s notion of a despotic government that serves the power (and
thus somewhat rational) interests of a dictator or dictator-hopeful. Rather, totalitarian move-
ments are characterised by their relentless, ideology-driven ‘dynamic idealism’82 that runs
against the very idea of freedom. Indulging in apocalyptic spectacles and terror that destroys
both its targets and its agents, its essence is ‘ruthless arbitrariness’,83 a world in which
nothing shall be guaranteed, and no limit is set. Emphasising their grandiose global ambitions,
Adorno early on recognises the ultimately transnational character and global reach of
totalitarianism (and ‘totalitarian fascism’). It promotes collective narcissism by claiming
superiority of race, class or religion but is neither genuinely ‘nationalist’, nor attached to a
stable, well-ordered state. This also makes us aware that not all non-state actors and transna-
tional movements are progressive and contribute to cosmopolitan norms and practices.84

77As mentioned before, Adorno does recognize that political modernity and the modern democratic nation states
have established a ‘universal legal system’: ‘There have been periods when the nation had a highly progressive func-
tion. I need only remind you that it was only with the creation of modern nation-states that something like a uni-
versal legal system was established – for example, that of safe conduct and the like.’ Adorno, History and Freedom
(note 23), p. 107.
78Giovanni Sartori, ‘Concept Misformation in Comparative Politics’, American Political Science Review 64/4
(1970), pp. 1033–53.
79See J. Schmidt, ‘Language, Mythology, and Enlightenment’, p. 808: ‘If there is something to be gained by recog-
nizing that . . . John Locke was not fighting our battles, it might not be to soon to suggest – if only for a moment –
that we should not expect Horkheimer and Adorno to do our work for us.’
80The ‘new unit of totalitarianism is the terrorist cell, not the party or the movement; the goal of this new form of
war is not just the destruction of the enemy but the extinction of a way of life.’ Seyla Benhabib, ‘Unholy Politics’,
Constellations 9/1 (2002), p. 37.
81Nancy Fraser, ‘Hannah Arendt in the 21st Century’, Contemporary Political Theory 3/3 (2004), p. 260.
82In other words, a system such as the GDR does not make the cut. It tried to control and rule over its citizens; yet it
preferred lethargy and apathy over politicization; its goal was the standstill, not the grandiose vision of a totally
transformed world of total domination.
83For instance, when we think of jihadist terror movements as totalitarian crystalls that claim to serve the global
interests of Muslims, it is noteworthy that the overwhelming majority of the victims of jihadist terror are Muslims.
84See Benhabib, ‘Unholy Politics’; see for the broader context Seyla Benhabib, ‘International Law and Human Plur-
ality in the Shadow of Totalitarianism: Hannah Arendt and Raphael Lemkin’, in Benhabib (ed.), Politics in Dark
Times: Encounters with Hannah Arendt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 219–46; see in
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Second, and related to this insight, the ‘dynamic idealism’ and hermetic ideology of such
political forces matters in the real world. Totalitarian ideologies and movement-states need
to be taken seriously as agents and with regard to their claims: indeed, their ‘totalitarian
reversal of morality’ turns ‘the rather playful principle that the end justifies the means
into one that is deadly serious’.85 Past and present totalitarian movements and ‘cells’ are
characterised by their global messianism and, in Michael Ignatieff’s words, ‘apocalyptic’
outlook. They need therefore to both be recognised as agents that can neither be
reduced to a mere reaction to ‘foreign rule’, Western behaviour and superimposed
norms, nor be understood as a direct response to economic deprivation and impoverish-
ment. In light of Adorno’s theorising, those authoritarian and apocalyptic political forces
which can be classified as ‘totalitarian crystals’ have little interest in specific economic
issues or political bargaining short of world rule. The frameworks of rational choice the-
ories which externalise ideological preferences in their modelling, and of IR realism,
which conceives sovereign states primarily as rational agents pursuing their power interests
in the international arena, therefore a priori fail to understand the distinct nature of
totalitarian movements and the role of ideology in shaping totalitarian terrorist actions
and their self-perpetuating violence. If totalitarian ideology is an independent factor and
relentless resentment and ideological mobilisation are driving forces, political and econ-
omic incentives are no immediate remedies – at least for the core of these movements.86

Examining the statements of both leaders and ordinary executors, we have to assume that
many of those who partake in and embrace totalitarian movements are not economic
victims, or forced by leaders by means of coercion. They are also willing participants,
believers in the cause who see themselves as messianic agents of a new world order for
which they sacrifice their lives.

Third, in contrast to most contemporary thinking about ‘totalitarianism’, Adorno raises
awareness about social conditions of global modernity that shape societies beyond the
scope of nationally circumscribed as well as internationally established law and politics.
In his explanatory model, he turns to extralegal dimensions and social substrates
without resorting to culturalist explanations. He reminds us that (anti-modern) totalitarian
movements are part and parcel of – they interact with and are preconditioned by – the
modern world. Thus, these movements also need to be situated in the context of global
modernity’s self-generated crises; as mentioned before, modernity’s Other they are not.
The significance of social exclusion, global injustice and presumably ‘rational’ societal
conditions that are associated with the rise of global modernity for the emergence of
‘totalitarian’, essentially ‘irrational’ anti-modern movements, ideologies and practices
should not be underestimated. While the relentless logic of modernisation may embolden
emancipatory claims, democratic constitutionalism, cosmopolitan norms and global
integration, it also unfolds an underlying, constitutive hegemonic ‘instrumental rationality’
of global capitalism and ‘abstract’ power that creates new forms of universal dependence
and subjugation. Authoritarian conformism towards modern society’s socioeconomic
demands, and the failure to keep up with them, can increase social susceptibilities to
irrational ideologies, including the attractiveness of totalitarian political movements and
terror. Global modernity as a condition entails contradictions, asymmetries and indeed
social antagonisms that may help generate disenfranchised masses and a fertile ground

historical perspective also Jeffrey Herf, Nazi Propaganda for the Arab World (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
2009).
85Theodor W. Adorno, Problems of Moral Philosophy (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000), p. 144.
86It is necessary, however, to distinguish between different levels of ideological convictions. More political atten-
tion needs to be paid to the non-initiated, unpolitical masses and potential recruits that are not yet true believers.
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for totalitarian movements. Contrary to the claims of hyperglobalisers, actual global
modernisation processes entail failures and crises. Far from being dissolved in a postmo-
dern plurality,87 constitutive social, economic and political features of ‘modernity’ and
the modern age persist. With Adorno it can be argued that the hegemonic mode of
modernisation – its actually existing logic and laws, if you will – abstracts from human
needs, problems and diversity. Moreover, it is not under democratic control. Its dominant
principle penetrates societies with an objectifying rationality and a logic of exclusion
under the primacy of utilisation that tends to render citizens if not entire populations
superfluous, facilitating new forms of (global) dependence without boundaries. In many
ways, for much of world society modernity has so far failed to keep its promises. Be that
as it may, it is important to understand that totalitarian movements can also be traced
back to extralegal tensions and contradictions of global modern society that reach
beyond the scope of both nationally circumscribed and international law and politics.
Among other things, the origins of these contradictions point to a complex, incomprehen-
sible global economic and social system that is ruled by abstract principles, and in
which no one seems to be responsible and accountable for its volatility and crises. Anti-
modern totalitarian movements also interact with underlying forms of modern authoritar-
ianism and dependency that undermine political modernity’s universalised democratic
claims and found constitutionalism. In fact, Adorno argues that ‘authoritarian behaviour
and blind authority persist much more tenaciously than one would gladly admit under
conditions of a formal democracy’.88 For these reasons, Adorno’s theorising suggests
that it is misguided to view past and present totalitarian movements only as reactionary
enemies of (political) modernity. Their violent barbarism also reacts to, and is intertwined
with, global modernisation processes and their crises.

Fourth, then, in a modern world that is shaped by vast asymmetries of power and wealth
and which many experience as unjust and inhuman – and in which many feel betrayed
and superfluous – anti-modern rebellions, resentment and revenge fantasies against
objectified ‘others’ who are made responsible for one’s misery have a better chance of
succeeding. While totalitarianism is no direct expression of global modernity, it also
cannot be understood only as an anti-modern rebellion. Often absorbing and incorporating
variations of nineteenth-century modern (pan)nationalism and anti-Semitism,89 past and
contemporary totalitarian ideologies hereby represent modern constructs and fantasies –
even their fantasies of healing, or their rehabilitation of a glorious past, are modern
interpretations, not reflections of a traditional society or religion. Radical Islamism, for
instance, is not an expression of a traditional cultural pattern but a modern authoritarian
reinvention and politicisation of Islamic religion – contrary to the claims by many suppor-
ters and critics of Islamism alike. Targeting some objectified ‘Others’ as the enemies that
need to be eliminated to ‘solve’ modernity’s crises, totalitarian ideologies tend to be
based on an idea of collective, particularistic redemption that is matched with a handy,
personified explanation of the complex societal processes, power asymmetries and social
problems humans face in the modern world. By pointing to modernity’s and democracies’
failures to fulfill their universal promises, totalitarians can gain traction by twisting these
failures and insinuating that the unfulfilled modern promises of human rights, justice
and toleration are simply a lie.

87Among many others adopting this claim, see Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider, The Holocaust and Memory in the
Global Age (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 2006).
88Adorno, ‘Education after Auschwitz’, in Adorno, Critical Models: Interventions and Catchwords (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1998 [1967]), p. 194.
89Adorno, ibid., p. 192.
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Its limitations and abstractions notwithstanding, Adorno’s elements of a critical theory
of totalitarianism make a unique contribution by taking ideologies and their agents
seriously while keeping a critical eye on the presumably rational conditions of global mod-
ernity. He expands our view, moving away from narrow culturalist or religious and even
from restricted political and economic explanations to wider social conditions and
global contexts. That does not mean issues of ideology production, rule of law and particu-
lar (un)democratic political cultures are insignificant if we want to understand the genesis
and evolution of totalitarian threats. Neither does Adorno’s theory render the specific study
of past totalitarian movements and present-day ‘proto-totalitarian crystals’, such as
transnational racist movements and forms of political jihadism and radical Islamism less
important. Yet he points to theoretical directions that have been largely ignored in the
attempt to understand contemporary totalitarian movements and their origins. They
have to do with the dark sides of globalisation and global modernity, which those move-
ments and crystals, willingly or not, may themselves represent.
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