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The Process of Domination Spews out Tatters of Subjugated Nature: 
Crit ical Theory, Negative Total i ty ,  & the State of Extract ion1 

 
Most contemporary evaluat ions of Adornian cr it ical theory in the Anglophone 
world are indel ibly shaped by the pecul iar contours of i ts in it ia l  reception in 
the 1960s. This reception can be said to frame not only how Theodor W. 
Adorno’s cr it ical theory is interpreted, but also how its legacy is conceived. 
This is notably the case with two shibboleths of this hegemonic reception. The 
f irst is that Dialect ic of Enl ightenment (1944) marks the point at which Adorno 
and Max Horkheimer abandoned Marxism. This c la im, which has its roots in 
the radical student mil ieu, cr it ic ises Adorno’s pessimist ic cultural theory, and 
suggests that his analys is of the total ly integrated rei f ied consciousness of the 
proletar iat led to his abandonment of praxis ,  and with it Marxism, for 
residence in the hotel grand abyss.  The second shibboleth, as codif ied by 
Jürgen Habermas and others ,  is that the narrat ive of instrumental reason that 
replaces Adorno’s Marxism is so total iz ing that i t  eschews a normative basis 
and discounts emancipatory elements of contemporary society, such as 
democracy and mutual recognit ion, which subsequent generat ions of ‘cr it ical 
theory’ have taken up. While these two interpretat ions di f ferentiate 
themselves in many ways, they also coincide on several points that might be 
said, without too much exaggerat ion, to form the dominant Anglophone take 
on Adorno’s late work: he abandoned Marx in favour of a total iz ing one-
dimensional cultural theory that must be modif ied or re-thought i f  i t  is to be 
of any relevance today. I  hope to complicate this picture by bringing to l ight 
what these approaches have obscured, namely the Marxian core of Adorno’s 
late work, and by mapping the ways in which this Marxian element was taken 
up in a strand of cr it ical theory largely neglected in the Anglophone world, 
which in contrast to these more famil iar receptions of Adorno, can be said to 
have been inspired by, and sought to complete, the Marxian aspects of 
Adorno’s cr it ical theory.  I  do so by focusing on how Alfred Schmidt ,  Helmut 
Reichelt ,  Hans-Georg Backhaus and Werner Bonefeld take up Adorno’s cr it ical 
theory of contemporary society as a negat ive total i ty that inexorably 
dominates nature, by developing his account of the domination of nature, 
capital ism and the state. I  c lose by al igning these theoretical developments and 
ut i l iz ing them to i l luminate the Canadian state’s energy pol icy as a 
manifestat ion of the dynamic of negat ive total i ty .  
 
My goal in undertaking this reconstruct ion is to demonstrate the vita l i ty of this 
cr it ical theory’s analys is of the intertwined supraindividual pol it ical and 
economic logic of capital ist society, especial ly as i t can be brought to bear on 
an area that is not only of utmost urgency to our contemporary moment, but 
which the approaches of intersubject ive recognit ion and communicat ive act ion 
are i l l  equipped to explain: the domination of nature. 

 
 

                                                
1 The fol lowing is a longer version of an art ic le that wi l l  forthcoming in the 
f irst issue of Black Box.  I t  isbased on a talk I  gave at the Inst itute for the 
Humanit ies at Simon Fraser Univers ity in the Summer of 2014, which draws on 
my thesis and my art ic le in Viewpoint  4. 



 
What is Crit ical Theory? 

 
Adorno’s col league Max Horkheimer lays out the init ia l  conception of the 
cr it ical theory of society held by the Frankfurt School in his seminal 1937 essay 
“Tradit ional and Crit ical Theory.” Whereas traditional theory advocates “the 
better functioning of any element in the structure” of capita l i s t  society ,  cr i t ica l  
theory ,  by contrast ,  holds that “the goals of human activity, especially the idea 
of a reasonable organization of society that will meet the needs of the whole 
community ,  are immanent in human work” but have not been rea l ized 
because “Production is not geared to the l i fe of  the whole community whi le 
heeding also the claims of individuals.”2 Such an idea of cr it ical theory is 
premised on a conception of society as that which is const ituted by the 
manner in which humans interact with nature and with each other. 
 
Horkheimer’s account of socia l  const itut ion impl ic it ly draws on Marx’s notion 
of the metabol ism with nature which holds that the manner in which social  
labour “effects a change of form in the materia ls of nature” ….  “determines 
the mode” of socia l  “act iv ity with the r ig idity of a law.”3  Thus, as Marx argued 
elsewhere, because this metabol ic process is essentia l  to human nature, “The 
only thing that can change, under historical ly di f fer ing condit ions, is the form” 
in which this process occurs .  In capital ist society, “the form in which this 
proport ional distr ibution of labour asserts i tsel f  in a state of society in which 
the interconnection of socia l labour expresses itsel f  as the private exchange of 
the individual products of labour, is precisely the exchange value of these 
products .”4 
 
Consequently ,  Horkheimer expl ic it ly draws from Marx on a socio-theoretical 
and explanatory level to argue that capital ist society is const ituted by 
exchange, and that “the inner dynamism” of “the exchange relat ionship,” which 
critical theory is said to outline, follows Marx in possessing the “rigidity of a law” 
that “dominates social reality.”5 For it is these Marxian concepts that are the 
“abstract determination[s]” which form the basis of the critical theory of society 
itself . The critical theory Horkheimer describes thus uti l izes Marxian concepts to 
conceive of society as a social totality arising from the metabolic interaction with 
nature, constituted by exchange, and perpetuated by the internal relationship 
between the economy and the capital ist state. As Horkheimer puts it in “broad 
terms,” the critical theory of society expounds a “single existential judgement” by 
deducing present conditions and tensions as a “new barbarism” that is “unfolded 
from the concept of simple exchange,” which itself arises from the “enormous 
extension of human control over nature.”6 
 
This tableau is taken up and most ful ly developed in Adorno’s late work, 
part icular ly in his conception of socia l  const itut ion, and of capital ist society as 
a “negat ive total i ty .” While a broad understanding of these ideas runs through 

                                                
2 Max Horkheimer, “Tradit ional and Crit ical Theory”, 207, 213. 
3 Karl Marx, Capita l :  Volume 1, 284. 
4 Karl Marx, “Letter to Ludwig Kugleman”, 11 July 1968, in MECW ,  Volume 43,  
67. 
5 Horkheimer, 225. 
6 Horkheimer, 227. 



Adorno’s work from his earl iest writ ings to his last ,  i t  is after his return to 
Germany in the 1950s -- fol lowing the publ icat ion of Dialect ic of 
Enl ight lentment (1944) -- that these ideas receive their most sophist icated 
formulat ion. Contrary to the cr it ical car icature that c la ims that Adorno 
abandoned Marx in the 1950s, these late writ ings reveal Adorno’s most 
expl ic it engagement with Marx’s conceptual izat ion of the metabol ism with 
nature and of the “natural laws” of capital ism.This fol lowed, above al l ,  as a 
consequence of Adorno’s relat ionship with his student, Alfred Schmidt. 
Between 1957 and 1960, Adorno and Horkheimer supervised Schmidt’s Ph.D. 
thesis ;  thereafter Adorno would make consistent use of Schmidt’s 
interpretat ion of “The Concept of Nature in Marx” (as his thesis was cal led) in 
order to ref ine and elaborate the conception of culture and society that 
Horkheimer had init iated in his 1937 essay. 
 
Schmidt’s inf luence is most evident in Adorno’s account of the const itut ion of 
society in Negative Dialect ics (1966). Here Adorno draws on Schmidt. He also 
uses passages from Marx’s account of the metabol ism with nature often 
sourced from Schmidt’s work on Marx to art iculate his account of socia l  
const itut ion as the domination of external nature and of society as a 
dominating second nature.  
 
In The Concept of Nature in Marx, publ ished as a book in 1962, Schmidt 
argues that Marx’s idea of the metabol ism with nature held that “the whole of 
nature is socia l ly mediated and, inversely ,  society is mediated through nature 
as a component of total real i ty .”7 This is because Marx states that “by act ing 
on the external world and changing it” humanity “at the same t ime changes his 
own nature.”  8 Consequently ,  “ In a wrongly organized society, the control of 
nature, however highly developed, remains at the same t ime an utter 
subject ion to nature.”9 This is because rather than social labour consciously 
and col lect ively const itut ing a society in which individuals are no longer prey 
to the caprice of contingencies and catastrophes that characterise nature, the 
unconscious creat ion of society premised on the uncoordinated domination of 
nature means “that men are st i l l  not in control of their own productive forces 
vis-à-vis nature, that these forces confront them as the organized, r ig id form of 
an opaque society, as a ‘second nature’ which sets i ts own essence against i ts 
creators .”10  
 
As Schmidt argues: 
 

Hegel described the f irst nature, a world of things exist ing outs ide men, 
as a bl ind conceptless occurrence. The world of men as it takes shape in 
the state, law, society, and the economy, is for him ‘second nature, ’  
manifested reason, object ive Spir it .  Marxist analys is opposes to this the 
view that Hegel ’s ‘second nature’ should rather be described in the 
terms he appl ied to the f irst :  namely, as the area of conceptlessness ,  

                                                
7 Alfred Schmidt ,  The Concept of Nature in Marx ,  79. 
8 Ibid. 41. Here Schmidt is drawing on Karl  Marx, Capital Volume 1, 283. 
9 Schmidt , 42. 
10 Schmidt , 16.  



where bl ind necessity and bl ind chance coincide. The ‘second nature’ is 
st i l l  the ‘ f i rst ’ .  Mankind has st i l l  not stepped beyond natural history . 11  
 

As Adorno indicates in his preparatory lectures for Negative Dialect ics ,  
Schmidt’s interpretat ion of Marx inf luenced his formulat ion of his late, and 
most sophist icated, accounts of socia l  const itut ion as the metabol ic domination 
of external nature and of society as a dominating second nature: 
 
 Marx makes a point of confronting Hegel … even though he agrees with 
 him in cla iming that object iv ity asserts i tsel f  over heads of individuals 
 and through their act ions: ‘And even when a society has got upon the 
 r ight track for the discovery of the natural laws of i ts movement .  .  . ’  or 
 ‘My standpoint ,  from which the evolu- t ion of the economic formation of 
 society is v iewed as a process of natural history, can less than any other 
 make the individual responsible for relat ions whose creature he social ly 
 remains, however much he may subject ively raise himself above them’ 
 (Capital ,  vol .  1, Preface to the f irst German edit ion, p. 10). The idea of 
 natural laws governing history, the idea that socia l  entanglements are 
 the natural outgrowth of history, goes together with the unfreedom of 
 the individual … As Alfred Schmidt has shown, Marx is not concerned 
 with Feuerbach’s anthropological concept of nature. On the contrary, he 
 reinstated Hegel ’s dia lect ical idea of nature in expl ic it rebuttal of the 
 young Hegel ians. There is a contradict ion here: on the one hand, Marx 
 speaks with the scientist ’s passion of the inexorable laws of nature, in 
 part icular of the evolut ion of the laws of economics. At the same t ime, 
 however, these laws are shown to be a myst i f icat ion, an i l lus ion. I t  is this 
 twin-tracked att itude that provides the key to understanding Marxism as 
 a cr it ical theory, and not the thesis of the natural laws governing society 
 that we need to understand i f  we are to gain a hold on them … The 
 organic nature of capital ist society is both an actual i ty and at the same 
 t ime a social ly necessary i l lus ion. The i l lus ion s igni f ies that within this 
 society laws can only be implemented as natural processes over people’s 
 heads, whi le their val idity ar ises from the form of the relat ions of 
 production within which production  takes place.12  
 
Drawing on Schmidt, in Negative Dialect ics ,  Adorno thus cla ims that “Marx 
recognized against Hegel ,” that “the object iv ity of historical l i fe is that of 
natural history.”13 Echoing Schmidt ’s interpretat ion of Marx, he also  
characterizes the history of society as “the control of nature, progressing into 
domination over human beings and ult imately over humans inner nature.”14 
Society is thus construed in a Marxian vein insofar as i ts “Natural lawfulness is 
real […] as a law of motion of unconscious society.”15  
 
The latter can be seen in greater detai l  by turning to examine how Adorno 
fol lowed Horkheimer in conceiving of the dominating second nature of 
capital ist society as ar is ing from the dynamism of exchange in a number of 

                                                
11 Schmidt ,  42-3 
12  Theodor W. Adorno, Lectures on History and Freedom, 117-8. 
13 Theodor W Adorno, Negative Dialect ics ,  347 
14 Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialect ics ,  320 
15 Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialect ics ,  355 



works and lectures from the 1960s. In these works, what Adorno refers to as 
“ late capital ist society” is characterized as an inverted and autonomous entity ,  
a negat ive total i ty that opposes individuals as a second nature and dominates 
humans beings by compel l ing their act ions. In these works, fol lowing 
Horkheimer, Adorno’s account of capital ist society rests on his notion of 
exchange on both a socio-theoretical and explanatory level .   
 
His late notion of exchange thus provides the grounds for his conception of 
the dynamic of the negat ive total i ty of capital ist society. As Adorno explains ,  
providing a more developed account of Horkheimer’s statement: “society, in 
i ts ‘socia l ized’ form […] is determined, as i ts fundamental precondit ion, by 
exchange.”  16 Consequently ,  “What real ly makes society a social entity ,  what 
const itutes it both conceptual ly and in real i ty ,  is the relat ionship of exchange, 
which binds together virtual ly a l l  the people part ic ipat ing in this k ind of 
society.”17 
 
However, Adorno does not argue that exchange does so on its own. Rather, 
he argues -- again mirroring Horkheimer -- that in the total ly administered 
society of late capital ism, the state is integral to such a total i ty ,  which in its 
role as “total capital ist” ,  acts to assure the accumulat ion of capital .  18 This is 
because  
 

Economic interventionism is not […] something cobbled together from 
outside the system, but is rather system-immanent […]. [T]he state, 
presumably intervening from beyond the reach of society’s power-
struggles ,  had to be conjured up out of the immanent dia lect ic of society 
in order to damper and pol ice the antagonisms of such, lest society […] 
dis integrate.19  

 
Thus, according to Adorno, the pol it ical sphere and the economy do not exist  
in separate spheres or funct ion for separate ends, nor do the actors within 
these spheres.  Rather, s ince “everything is one”20 this necessary interrelat ion 
between the state and the economy insures they are al l  beholden to the 
systematic immanent imperat ives of negat ive total i ty .   
 
In Adorno’s view, exchange is thus what makes capital ist society a negat ive 
total i ty .  Exchange not only possesses socia l  object iv ity because it is the basis 
for socia l  synthesis ,  i t  ult imately possesses its own autonomy, which Adorno 
describes as a “conceptual i ty which holds sway in real i ty i tsel f .”21 This means 
that the “law which determines how the fatal i ty of mankind unfolds itsel f  is the 
law of exchange.”22 As Adorno further enumerates, this “negat ive primacy” of 
exchange also means that “ individuals are subsumed under socia l  production, 

                                                
16 Theodor W. Adorno, Introduct ion to Socio logy ,  31 
17 Ibid. 31. 
18 Theodor W. Adorno, “Late Capital ism or Industr ia l  Society?” Avai lable at :  
https://www.marxists .org/reference/archive/adorno/1968/late-capital ism.htm 
19 Adorno, Late Capital ism  
20 Adorno, Late Capital ism 
21 Theodor W. Adorno, The Posit iv ist Dispute in German Socio logy ,  80.  
22 Ibid. 80. 



which exists as a doom outside of them.”23 As a result ,  individuals are 
compel led to funct ion in their respective socia l  roles , what Adorno fol lowing 
Marx refers to as character-masks, such as workers or capital ists ,  to insure 
their own survival .  This ,  in turn, maims human psyches, or their own internal 
nature. These points are brought together in Adorno’s characterizat ions of 
modern society, as a whole, in the fol lowing: 
 

[T]he economic process, which reduces individual interests to the 
common denominator of a total i ty ,  which remains negat ive, because it 
distances itsel f  by means of i ts const itut ive abstract ion from the 
individual interests ,  out of which it is nevertheless s imultaneously 
composed […]. The violence of the sel f -real iz ing universal is not […] 
identical to the essence of individuals ,  but always also contrary. They are 
not merely character-masks, agents of value, in some presumed special 
sphere of the economy. Even where they think they have escaped the 
primacy of the economy, al l  the way down to their psychology , the 
maison tolère [French for “universal home”], of what is unknowably 
individual ,  they react under the compuls ion of the general i ty ;  the more 
identical they are with it ,  the more un-identical they are with it in turn 
as defenceless fol lowers. What is expressed in the individuals 
themselves, is that the whole preserves itsel f  a long with them only by 
and through the antagonism.24 
 

This dense passage marks the culminat ion of this Marxian strand of Adorno’s 
cr it ical theory and with it the Marxian strand of the f irst generat ion of cr it ical 
theory. Here we see a ref inement of Horkheimer’s socio-theoretical use of 
Marx. In Adorno’s evocative expression, Horkheimer’s notion of the “inner 
dynamism” of exchange ar ises from the domination of nature and is ref lected 
in “the economic process” of the “const itut ive abstract ion of exchange” 
dominating real i ty as a negat ive total i ty which possesses an autonomous and 
contingent dynamic perpetuated by the internal relat ion between the state and 
the economy, which compels individuals act ions by means of a second nature. 
We also see, in this exemplary instance, that Adorno’s cr it ical theory of 
society begins with exchange and unfolds to show how society dominates and 
maims individuals .   
 
Yet ,  despite the evocative and al l  too palpable descript ion of the negat ive 
total i ty that funct ions as a second nature by virtue of exchange as a doom 
hanging over us, such an account of contemporary society is ult imately 
enigmatic ,  undercutt ing the eff icacy of Adorno’s cr it ique. This is because, in an 
echo of Horkheimer’s broad conception of society conceived merely in terms 
of exchange, Adorno stresses that exchange is “what real ly makes society a 
socia l  ent ity ,” and that such a conception of exchange as the key to society is  
what di f ferentiates Frankfurt School cr it ical theory from other types of 
sociology. However, Adorno never real ly made clear why and how exchange 
possesses these social propert ies ,  how it const itutes a total i ty .  How and why 
this society funct ions as a negat ive total i ty forcing people to behave as 
character masks thus remains undertheorized in Adorno’s account. The closest 
he comes are in enigmatic references to Capital such as the fol lowing, which 
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nevertheless al igns the “natural laws” of capital ist second nature to the 
behavioral rat ional i ty induced by economic imperat ives : “Natural lawfulness is 
real however as a law of motion of unconscious society,  as i t  is pursued in 
Capital from the analys is of the commodity form down to the theory of 
economic cr is is in a phenomenology of the anti-Spir it .”  
 
 
 

The New German Reading: Backhaus & Reichelt 
 

Adorno’s underdeveloped account of capital ist socia l relat ions between nature, 
exchange, and the state undercuts the eff icacy of his cr it ical theory, insofar as 
i t  neglects to ful ly expl icate this negat ive total i ty ’s dynamism. But it a lso leaves 
something for subsequent cr it ical theorists to work on. Two students of 
Adorno, Hans-Georg Backhaus and Helmut Reichelt ,  found this explanatory 
gap to be indicat ive of the f irst generat ion of the Frankfurt School as a whole. 
As Reichelt would recal l ,  when he and Backhaus f irst became interested in 
“Capital-analys is” as students at Frankfurt in the early 1960s, they “wanted to 
know in the f irst place what ‘rei f icat ion’ real ly is .” So they set about 
“systematical ly plaguing Horkheimer […] and discovered […] that after three 
sentences long s i lences set in ,  and that basical ly there was very l i tt le to learn 
from these theoretic ians.”25 Moreover, as Reichelt later wrote “Adorno […] 
assumes that the whole economy is to be developed out of a principle – the 
exchange principle.”26 And yet  
 

How this process of autonomisat ion is to be conceptual ised in detai l  is 
not explained by Adorno: the central concepts – object ive abstract ion, 
inversion, autonomisat ion, total i ty ,  power of the universal over the 
part icular – remain postulates with regard to their concretisat ion as far 
as the cr it ique of economics is  concerned.27  
 

This gap motivated Reichelt and Backhaus to turn to an invest igat ion of Marx’s 
cr it ique of pol it ical economy and his explanat ion of the dynamic of exchange 
in order to expand the explanatory power of Adorno’s cr it ical socia l  theory. 
As Werner Bonefeld notes, “Adorno’s Negative Dialect ics did not just provide 
the theoretical catalyst for the New Reading. Rather, i t  provided both the 
incentive and the cr it ical ins ight for the development of the cr it ique of pol it ical 
economy as a cr it ical socia l theory.”28 The reading of Marx that Reichelt and 
Backhaus uncover is consequentia l ly shaped by their teacher’s cr it ical 
theoretical interpretat ions of Marx. 
 
Reichelt ’s work on Marx’s conception of socia l  real i ty ,  begun in the late 1960s,  
provides a neat summation of how this New Reading of Marx conceived of 

                                                
25 Helmut Reichelt ,  “From the Frankfurt School to Value-Form Analys is” ,  Thesis 
Eleven ,  1982; 4; 166 
26 Helmut Reichelt ,  “Marx’s Crit ique of Economic Categories :  Ref lect ions on 
the Problem of Val idity in the Dialect ical Method of Presentat ion in Capital” ,  
Histor ical Mater ia l ism  15(4), 5.  
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Marx’s cr it ique of pol it ical economy as a cr it ical theory of society. In this 
reading, which draws on Adorno, Marx’s cr it ique of pol it ical economy consists 
in a theory of the const itut ion of socia l forms that become autonomous and 
inverted, compel l ing and dominating individual bearers of these relat ions. As 
Reichelt sees it ,  “Marx pursued a programme of deciphering society. In this 
programme […] the forms or categories of pol it ical economy […] was 
identical with the cr it ique of the inverted forms of socia l  existence, an 
existence const ituted by the l i fe-pract ice of human beings.”29 Moreover, 
Reichelt holds that for Marx, “Al l  these forms obtain as inverted form of a 
‘community ’  that is external to the individuals ,  and from which they must 
emancipate themselves in order ever to be able to interact with one another 
‘as individuals ’” Marx’s project as a whole “is thus a matter of deciphering 
theoretical ly the appearance [Schein] of independence that this “surrogate of 
community” posits and then of expel l ing it pract ical ly from the world so that 
human beings wi l l  be able to enter into relat ionship with one another, not as 
character-masks, but as real individuals .”30 The cr it ique of these forms of 
pol it ical economy, as a cr it ical socia l  theory, thus consists in deciphering why 
these forms ar ise and how they reproduce these very same condit ions by 
dominating individuals .  
 
Start ing in 1963 Hans-Georg Backhaus, for his part ,  put forward the inf luentia l  
argument that what he termed “the monetary theory of value” provided Marx’s 
account of the genesis and reproduction of these forms  in Marx’s cr it ique of 
pol it ical economy. Such a focus can be seen to fol low from Horkheimer, and 
especial ly ,  Adorno’s notion of exchange. Indeed, Backhaus often compares 
Adorno’s account of the propert ies of the exchange abstract ion with those of 
Marx. Yet, in contrast to Adorno, who only noted that “In developed societ ies 
the exchange takes place, as you al l  know, through money as the equivalent 
form,”31 Backhaus’s phi lological study of the di f ferent edit ions of Capital as 
wel l  as Marx’s preparatory manuscripts ,  such as the Urtext , Grundrisse etc. 
provides an account of why money is necessary and why its funct ion as the 
“equivalent form” provides it with an autonomous socia l  power that compel 
individuals act ions to reproduce society the very society that maims them.  
 
Crudely put , money is necessary because the capital ist mode of production is 
characterized by a socia l  div is ion of labor in which production occurs for the 
purpose of exchange. This ,  in turn, means that some type of general equivalent 
is necessary to faci l i tate exchange. Money is this equivalent .  But rather than 
serving as a mere equivalent that s imply faci l i tates exchange, because money is 
the only equivalent that faci l i tates exchange, i t  acquires what Marx refers to as 
a “social  power” that not only assures individuals preservat ion, but the 
possibi l i ty of preserving themselves in af f luent ways. This a lso means, as Marx 
shows in the course of his further presentat ion in Capital ,  that s ince the 
capital ist mode of production consists in a class relat ion in which one class 
(workers) sel l  their labour power in order to reproduce themselves to another 
class (capital ists) who exploit this labour power in order to sel l  commodit ies 
for the purpose of valoriz ing capital ,  that the capital ist process of valorizat ion, 
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occurs through the medium of money for the sake of acquir ing money. Money 
thus becomes the sole aim of production, “the sel f-suff ic ient purpose of the 
sale,” and thus the ends of the never-ending process of valorizat ion, which is 
s imultaneously one of reproduction. Thus, as Marx states, i t is ult imately 
capital ,  as sel f-valoris ing value that is “the dominant subject of the process” of 
valorizat ion in which each s ide of the class relat ion is compel led : proletar ians 
are compel led to sel l  their own labor for money in order to survive; capital ists 
are compel led to exploit labor power in order to sel l  commodit ies for money 
to assure they remain capital ists .  In Backhaus’s v iew, Marx’s monetary theory 
of value thus holds that money necessari ly ar ises from the historical ly speci f ic 
form of capita l ist socia l  labor and becomes autonomous as the medium of 
capital ist valorizat ion, compel l ing people to behave in certain ways in order to 
acquire money so that they can survive leading to the reproduction of these 
social  condit ions.  
 
Reichelt and Backhaus’s work provide a f irmer basis for the socio-theoretical 
and explanatory dimensions of cr it ical theory. Reichelt ’s characterizat ion of 
Marx’s conception of socia l  real i ty undergrids Adorno’s depict ion of the 
const itut ion of society, whi lst Backhaus’s work on the monetary theory of 
value provides an explanat ion of how the dynamism of exchange makes society 
const ituent of a second nature. Rather than mere scholast ic ism, these 
phi lological works thus contr ibute to the vita l i ty of the Adornian cr it ical theory 
of society. 
 
 

Bonefeld on the State 
 
While a number of scholars have sought to extend this cr it ical theoretical 
reading of Marx to social  domains such as gender, race, etc. ,  here I want to 
highl ight the contr ibutions Werner Bonefeld has made, which focus on how 
the state part ic ipate in this process of capital ist valorizat ion and social 
reproduction. This wi l l  put us in a posit ion to consider what this strand of 
cr it ical theory can show us in contemporary capital ist relat ions with nature. 
Bonefeld’s work l inks the capital ist state to the capital ist economy and points 
to the interrelat ionship between pol it ics and economics , and brings the story 
up to date in order to provide an outl ine that can show how neol iberal ism’s 
development is an expression of this relat ionship.32  
 
To understand how, we must f irst examine Bonefeld’s account of the social  
const itut ion of the form of the capital ist state. Bonefeld holds that the capital-
ist economy and the capital ist state are a “contradictory unity” that is created 
by the “substantive abstract ion of c lass antagonism,” with the capital ist state 
ut i l iz ing its pol it ical capacit ies to reproduce this c lass antagonism. The speci f ic 
antagonism of capital ist c lass struggle is the “historical result” of primit ive 
accumulat ion. As a result ,  the world market is derived from “the contradictory 
existence of abstract labour as the social form of wealth founded on exploita-
t ion,” which in turn determines the form of the state: “the development of the 
state needs to be seen as one in which the contradictory unity of surplus value 
production is processed in a pol it ical form, as a moment of the same process 
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of class struggle: socia l  reproduction as ,  and in and against ,  domination.”33 
Bonefeld argues that this antagonism is a lso at the heart of “the harmonies of 
formal equal i ty and formal freedom,” which are in fact systematic with pol it ical 
domination. The form of the state “concentrates the social real i ty of exploita-
t ion in and through the guarantee of formal freedom and formal equal i ty of 
property r ights .”34 Bonefeld also focuses on how these legal and pol it ical forms 
are instrumental ized to assure reproduction. As he sees it ,  “the pol it ical guar-
antee of the r ight of property determines the state as a strong state” which 
“imposes the rat ional i ty and equal i ty of the r ight of property over society in 
the attempt to contain the social antagonism of capital and labour by the force 
of law.”35 
 

Bonefeld’s work fol lowing the 2008 cr is is  provides an account of neol iberal ism 
and the neol iberal state from this perspective.  In this purview, the theory of 
pol it ical economy as a pol it ical pract ice, shows how its “cohesion, organiza-
t ion, integrat ion and reproduction are matters of state.”36 Here, Bonefeld suc-
cinct ly formulates the ends of such a pol it ical pract ice: “crudely put ,  the pur-
pose of capital is to accumulate extracted surplus value, and the state is the 
pol it ical form of that purpose.”37 He also provides an account of how this pur-
pose is achieved by state pol ic ies which are enacted for purpose of valoriza-
t ion. As he argues, the state “faci l i tates the order of economic freedom by 
means of the force of law-making violence”; sustains the capital ist relat ions of 
production and exchange by depol it ic iz ing “socio-economic relat ions”; guaran-
tees “contractual relat ions of socia l interact ion”; seeks the further progress of 
the system of free labor by faci l i tat ing the “cheapness of provis ion”; and 
extends these relat ions by “securing free and equal market relat ions.”38 The 
“strong state” thus ut i l izes its form-determined capacit ies in an instrumental 
manner, to organize, integrate, sustain, and extend the social relat ion at the 
heart of the pecul iar dynamic of valorizat ion for the purpose of accumulat ing 
surplus value. 
 
Bonefeld also enumerates how the “market-faci l i tat ing” coercive force of the 
strong neol iberal state achieves these ends in the three areas outl ined above. 
He argues that capital ist relat ions have been sustained and extended “over the 
past 30 years” of neol iberal ism by “the accumulat ion of potentia l ly f ict i t ious 
wealth” – through “the coercive control of labour, from debt bondage to new 
enclosures,” and from “the deregulat ion of condit ions to the privat izat ion of 
r isk .”39 Thus, Bonefeld argues: “The conventional v iew that neol iberal ism has to 
do with the weakening of the state has l i tt le ,  i f  anything, to do with the neol ib-
eral conception of the free economy.”40 Rather, s ince “the free market 
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requires the strong, market-faci l i tat ing state, but it is a lso dependent on the 
state as the coercive force of that freedom,” the “neol iberal demand for the 
strong state is a demand for the l imited state, one that l imits i tsel f  to the task 
of making the economy of free labour effect ive.”41 This means that “the capi-
tal ist state is fundamental ly a l iberal state” and that the neol iberal state is typi-
cal of these fundamental qual i t ies ,  because “the neol iberal state funct ions as a 
market faci l i tat ing state.”42 
 

Echoing Adorno, Bonefeld thus conceives of the state as immanent to capital ist 
society. Yet by conceiving of the state’s socia l ly const ituted form-determined 
pol it ical capacit ies as integral to reproducing capital ist socia l  relat ions , by 
virtue of i ts separat ion from the economy, Bonefeld provides an explanatory 
account of how pol it ical rule f i ts in the dynamic of the negat ive total i ty of 
capital ist society. 
 
Bonefeld does not extend this prescient analys is of the neol iberal state to 
other areas where it can be seen to play a crucia l  role in “sustaining the 
capital ist relat ions of production and exchange,” and seeking the further 
progress of the system of free labor. They can, however, be drawn out of 
Bonefeld’s interpretat ion of primit ive accumulat ion. He argues that this 
process, which is faci l i tated by the state, consists in the forced priv it izat ion of 
land and the subsequent organizat ion of labor (and land) for the purposes of 
capital ist production. In contrast to some analyses of this Marxian category, 
which argue that i t  only pertains to the historical process that preceeded 
capital ism, with its c lass ical locus in the Engl ish enclosure movement, 
Bonefeld’s a lso stresses that this process has to be “re-const ituted 
continuously in the process of accumulat ion proper.”43 
 
I  think it is precisely these areas of Bonefeld’s analys is of the state that can be 
drawn out in tandem with my discussion of Schmidt ,  Reichelt and Backhaus’s 
work to provide a symptomatic analys is of how the  
“natural laws” inherent to the capital ist socia l  form are real ized in the 
Canadian state’s metabol ic economy pol icy . 
 

 
Crit ical Theory now 

 
Thus far we have identi f ied a Marxian constel lat ion at the core of cr it ical 
theory, discussed how it was dist i l led in Adorno’s late work, and shown how 
elements of i t  have been ref ined by Reichelt ,  Backhaus, and Bonefeld. I  began 
with an overview of Adorno’s cr it ical theory, which in conversat ion with 
Schmidt , holds that the domination of nature has const ituted a dominating 
socia l second nature and that this type of domination occurs in capital ist 
society as a result of the dynamism of exchange. I  then showed how Reichelt 
and Backhaus drew on Marx to provide an explanatory basis for the 
const itut ion and reproduction of this socia l dynamic. F inal ly ,  I  showed how 
Bonefeld supplemented this analys is by showing how the state as the pol it ical 
form of capital is responsible for inst itut ing pol ic ies that perpetuate this socia l 
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dynamic. These points can be crudely drawn together as fol lows: the cr it ical 
theory of society holds that capital ist society is a negat ive total i ty that consists 
in the domination of external nature for the purpose of valorisat ion; as the 
pol it ical form of this purpose, the capital ist state is responsible for insuring 
that this type of domination is perpetuated. I  bel ieve such a notion of cr it ical 
theory can be shown to be relevant to contemporary society by i l luminat ing 
how and why the Harper government of Canada (under the leadership of 
Prime Minister Stephen Harper) has so enthusiast ical ly promoted energy 
pol ic ies of unrival led ecological destruct ion.  
 
Yet much of the cr it ical commentary on the Harper government and the 
“petro-state” they have turned Canada into consists in condemnation that 
might be said resemble tradit ional theory or contemporary Habermasian and 
Honnethian cr it ical theory in its moral cr it ic isms of bad types of capital ism, 
non-representat ive democracy or the prime minister ’s character f laws. These 
commentaries thus fault “corporate ideology”, “Neol iberal ideology”, 
“ l ibertar ian ideology” and even provide psychological analyses of Harper 
himself as a “paranoid and narciss ist ic” “useful idiot .”44 In these and other 
cases, these cr it ic isms engage in what Adorno referred to as “surface cr it ique”, 
providing an asocial account that focuses on individual decis ions or abstract 
normative notions of democracy rather than the social dynamics that 
compel led these decis ions. Yet ,  I  think the present conjuncture can be better 
explained by drawing on the l ine of analys is we have just reconstructed.  
 
From this perspective, the domination of nature for the purpose of valorisat ion 
and the state as the pol it ical form of this purpose, provide the basis for a 
more deep-seated explanat ion that reads the state of extract ion as exemplary 
of the neol iberal expression of this socia l logic .  This can be seen by 
contextual iz ing the development of the contemporary regime of extract ion 
accumulat ion within the context of the neol iberal project and then tracing the 
consequences of such a dynamic in terms of the pronounced domination of 
nature and the increased immiserat ion and maiming of individuals .  I  sketch 
these developments in closing.   
 
As J im Standford45 and Sam Gindin46 point out , the neol iberal isat ion of the 
Canadian economy began in response to economic stagnation in the 1970s. As 
Gindin shows, the neol iberal project was part of a global offensive to raise 
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prof its at the expensive of the western working class by securing property 
r ights ,  market freedoms and prof its through various forms of economic 
restructuring. This was part icular ly true in Canada where the workforce was 
sharing an unprecedented share of the GDP. The state, as the pol it ical purpose 
of capital ,  played an instrumental role in inst itut ing this project by 
implementing pol ic ies that assured this restructur ing. As Bonefeld indicates, 
these decis ions can be seen as examples of the states role in faci l i tat ing “the 
order of economic freedom” by “sustaining the capital ist relat ions of 
production and exchange,” and seeking the further progress of the system of 
free labour.” Final ly ,  they contextual ize the present.  
 
This can be seen in the two pol icy decis ions that Stanford attr ibutes to the 
neo-l iberal isat ion of Canada: the dramatic shi ft in monetary pol icy in the early 
1980s, which was engineered to make mass unemployment a “del iberate, 
permanent feature of the economy” and the Free Trade Agreement with the 
USA. The consequences of these pol ic ies,  especial ly in the case of the FTA, 
la id the inst itut ional and pol it ical framework for a huge shi ft in the focus of 
Canada’s economy. As Stanford also notes, “several factors” coincided with 
these pol ic ies that further weakened Canada’s tradit ional exports ,  at the same 
t ime that demand for resource commodit ies skyrocketed, shi ft ing Canada’s 
economy to renewed dependence on the extract ion and export of raw natural 
resources (or “staples”) ,  “ led by a massive expansion of bitumen production 
and export from northern Alberta.”47 
  
From this perspective, a cr it ical theoretical reading of the state of extract ion 
comes into l ight .  Such a theory does not fault Harper or read this 
development as a def ic it in democracy, but rather views this type of state-
backed production for exchange as representat ive of the domination of nature 
for the purpose of valorisat ion qua neol iberal capital ism. Consequently ,  the 
numerous state pol ic ies ,  which have been shaped “around maximizing the 
extract ion of wealth from the country’s natural resources”48 can be seen as 
further expressions of the states role in sustaining these part icular capital ist 
relat ions of production and exchange. For not only is this type of neol iberal 
production, and the state pol ic ies that foster this production,  an instance of 
securing property r ights and symptomatic of g lobal izat ion and free trade, i t  is 
a lso relat ively mechanized, requir ing a smal l  workforce and thus contr ibuting 
to permanent unemployment, the erosion of l iv ing standards and wage 
deplet ion. 
 
As a result ,  as Stephen Leahy shows, a lthough Canada’s overal l  GDP increased 
from $600 bi l l ion to $1.7 tr i l l ion over the course of the last 20 years ,  income 
inequal i ty has actual i ty increased.49 For, whi le ‘”The Alberta tar sands are the 
world’s largest industr ia l  project with investments in the hundreds of bi l l ions 
of dol lars ,  on 20,000 people worked there in 2011. For al l  i ts rapid growth 
Canada’s oi l  and gas sector created only about 16,500 new jobs between 2000 
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to 2011, the same period in which 520,000 manufacturing jobs were lost” .50 
This has led to a s ituat ion in which one in seven chi ldren l ive in poverty and 
income inequal i ty has increased faster than the US, with the r ich gett ing r icher 
and poor and middle class losing grounds over the past 15 to 20 years .  In 
other words, in this instant iat ion of the neol iberal project ,  ““Most of Canada’s 
increase in wealth went to the big shareholders in the resource industr ies ,” 
says Daniel Drache, a pol it ical sc ient ist at Toronto’s York Univers ity .  “ It mainly 
went to the el i tes .””51 This is to say nothing of the unparal le led degradation, 
and domination of nature, that this type of valorisat ion consists in ,  nor of their 
environmental impact . 
 
What’s more, as these stat ist ics indicate, this economic dependence on 
extract ion seems to have set up a dynamic, in which the petro dol lar has 
further weakened other export industr ies ,  making the economy more rel iant 
on it and thus compel l ing the state to inst itute more pol ic ies that further 
expand this type of accumulat ion, meaning that these inequal it ies and 
degradations are only set to increase.  We can here see the relevance of 
Adorno’s characterizat ion of human history as “progressive natural 
domination,” continuing “the unconscious one of nature, of devouring and 
being devoured.” We see how the “law which determines how the fatal i ty of 
mankind unfolds itsel f  is the law of exchange” through the internal relat ion 
between the state and the economy. And we see a point where this process of 
dominating second nature spews out tatters of subjugated nature to the point 
where it might annihi late natural history.  
 
In providing a s ingle existentia l  judgement against this new barbarism by 
unfolding a strand of cr it ical theory that views these developments as an 
instantiat ion of the conceptual i ty that holds sway in real i ty and views the state 
as a pol it ical purpose of this real i ty ,  premised on the continued domination of 
external and internal nature, I  hope that I  have not only demonstrated the 
relevance this strand of cr it ical theory holds for contemporary society, but 
have provided a lens through which to understand the genesis of these 
developments, in order to negate them.  
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