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INTRODUCTION TO HUMANITAS

This issue closes the second full volume of HUMANITAS. Our 
singular thanks to the Victoria University Students’ Administrative 
Council; their enduring support renews us with every new term and 
has paved the way for pending growth. We also owe debts of gratitude 
for the abetment of Victoria’s senior administrators in the Offices of the 
President, the Principal and the Dean of Students, and for the counsel 
of our academic advisor, Josiah Blackmore. 
 There is a marked continuity of political rumination that 
underwrites the topics of these five papers. As in prior issues, the 
continuity is accidental, and each topic is relevant on its own terms. 
Network will discuss the impact of Paddy Chayefsky’s 1976 screenplay 
on reflections of the television medium and the culture of the “new 
Hollywood paradigm.” The Intellectual Development of Eugenics will 
discuss Darwin’s seminal influences on the emergence of eugenic 
practices and prejudices through to the twentieth century. Imperial 
Epistemology will discuss the international, economic compulsions and 
ethical dynamics of China’s modern regeneration in the early 1900s. 
In Praise of Discontinuity will examine the postwar critiques of Theodor 
W. Adorno in response to the student movements of his time, and 
unpack his philosophical distinctions in the “Marginalia of Theory and 
Praxis.” And to begin, Developing a Non-Gendered Pronoun will track an 
ongoing dispute between English language and equity – why I could 
not possibly refer to you, dear reader, in the third person without facing 
a thankless choice: to respect the latitude of your unknown gender, or 
preserve my loyalty to English grammar. 
 Thank you for your work. And thank you for sharing in the 
humanities. Please read on.

CHRISTOPHER MASTROPIETRO

Editor-In-Chief
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DEVELOPING A NON-GENDERED PRONOUN

MEGHAN PALOZZI

This paper will discuss the difficulty in developing a gender neutral pronoun 
to refer to transgendered people who do not wish to be described as either male 
or female. The essay draws on the numerous historical attempts to create a 
gender neutral pronoun, current academic precedents, representations of gender 
neutral beings in science fiction, and most importantly, dialogue from within 
the transgendered community. Based upon this research, the singular pronoun 
‘they’ is the best choice for a gender neutral pronoun. The use of gender neutral 
pronouns in science fiction is reflective of a larger need to adapt modern 
English pronoun usage in a way that recognizes the transgendered community. 
This move cannot be ignored as a ‘minority’ concern or a pointless exercise 
in political correctness because it questions the much larger problem of how 
language can be used to construct power relations along the lines of gender.

In the past one hundred and fifty years, there have been more than 
one hundred unsuccessful attempts to coin a gender neutral pronoun 
that would be both grammatically correct, and acceptable to a wide 
range of people1. The motivation for this move initially came from 
resistance to use of the pronoun ‘he’ when referring to someone 
of unspecified gender. Recently, the queer community has been 
advocating for a gender neutral pronoun to describe members of the 
transgendered community who do not identify as either male or female. 
While this has been relatively unsuccessful in practice, there are 
numerous literary examples of gender neutral pronouns being adopted 
to describe characters that do not fall into the male/female binary. 
Science fiction has been particularly successful in this regard, and could 

1  L. G. “Gender Neutral Pronouns: Ne Doesn’t like Tem Zeeself.”  
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provide a model for how non-gendered pronouns can be used without 
grammatical or lexical confusion. The use of gender neutral pronouns 
in science fiction is reflective of a larger need to adapt modern English 
pronoun usage in a way that recognizes the transgendered community. 
This move cannot be ignored as a ‘minority’ concern or a pointless 
exercise in political correctness because it questions the much larger 
problem of how language can be used to construct power relations 
along the lines of gender.
 Heterosexism is defined as “the presupposition of a sex based, 
binary distinction between male and female, a presupposition that 
provides a central and essentializing organizational structure for many 
- if not most - cultures and societies spanning both space and time”2. 
Heterosexist or heteronormative societies are intrinsically organized 
around male/female gender identity. Heterosexism can manifest itself 
overtly: for example, denying marriage rights to same-sex couples, or 
in less obvious ways such as designating explicitly male and female 
washrooms. Heterosexism in language is particularly troubling because 
“Language helps naturalize some versions of the social landscape over 
others” (Queen, 290). Therefore, requiring everyone to identify as either 
‘he’ or ‘she’ automatically alienates and stigmatizes transgendered 
people who do not identify as male or female. Gender neutral pronouns 
would eliminate some of the heterosexism implicit in modern English 
and the assumptions about identity that gendered language creates.  
 Science fiction stories frequently invent words and languages 
as a way of describing intercultural relations with an ‘other’ who is 
radically different from the self. In Ian MacDonald’s River of Gods 
the pronoun ‘yt’ is used without grammatical or lexical confusion 
to describe ‘nutes’. Nutes used to be gendered male or female, but 
underwent a radical surgical procedure that rebuilt their entire body 
and rewired their brain into a gender neutral human. Tal, a nute, 
wonders “Whose that nute, yt’s new, where’s yt been hiding ytself?”3. 
Some people have argued that creating a new pronoun would be 
confusing or grammatically incorrect. However, this sentence from 
science fiction shows that a gender neutral pronoun could be used in 
place of ‘him’ or ‘her’ in real life without any confusion.  
Comparing a transgendered person to a nute is somewhat unfair and 
potentially dangerous because a nute is radically different from real 

2  Queen, R. “Heterosexism And/in Language,” 289. (hereafter cited in text)
3  McDonald, Ian. River of Gods, 72. (hereafter cited in text)

DEVELOPING A NON-GENDERED PRONOUN
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world human beings in both appearance and brain function. There is a 
risk of further alienating the transgendered community when making 
these types of comparisons. However, there are similarities between 
the two, especially in the type of discrimination that nutes face. There 
is a scene in which Tal is stopped at a road block by soldiers who “bend 
down to look at the passenger ... yt sits very still, very upright, heart 
betrayingly loud. ‘And you sir? Madam?’ The soldiers titter” (MacDonald 

68). Transgendered people, and people who do not identify as either 
gender, are constantly asked to present themselves as male or female. 
In certain situations, for example: at a border crossing, these questions 
are framed as security concerns. There is a fear that people who cannot 
be identified within the strict parameters of gender are potentially 
dangerous. To cross a border, one is required to present identification 
which will explicitly state ‘male’ or ‘female’. Without it, one cannot 
proceed. Refusal to present this identification could result in arrest. 
This is a failing of the male/female binary that does not allow for legal 
identification outside of gender. The use of gender neutral pronoun ‘yt’ 
does not stop this discrimination against nutes, but it does allow Tal to 
self-identify as ‘other’ in a way that is legally acceptable. Yt is able to 
move through the roadblock without submitting to a heterosexist order.
Pronouns are powerful identity markers. At their most fundamental 
level, “the meaning of pronominal forms is not only invested with 
gender, but with sex and sexuality such that the efficacy of several 
adjectives denoting the referents human condition is compressed into 
a single, powerful noun”4. Refusing to call someone by their preferred 
pronoun is akin to stating that their identity is invalid and must be 
reassigned by an outside authority. ‘Yt’ specifically is not an acceptable 
pronoun for the transgendered community. The word sounds too 
much like ‘it’ which is dehumanizing. In River of Gods, the term came 
out of the nute community who believed it represented their identity 
as a radically different type of being. A pronoun to describe the 
transgendered community would also have to come from within that 
group.
 There is a call from the transgendered community for the 
use of the gender non-specific pronoun ‘they’ as an identity marker. 
‘They’ as a singular pronoun is grammatically incorrect, but it is 
used commonly when one’s gender is unknown or unspecified. If 

4  Wayne, Linda D. “Neutral Pronouns: A Modest Proposal Whose Time Has Come,” 290. 
(hereafter cited in text)

HUMANITAS
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one replaces the ‘yt’ in Tal’s statement, “Whose that nute, yt’s new, 
where’s yt been hiding ytself?” (MacDonald 72) with ‘they’, it still 
makes sense; “Whose that nute, they’re new, where have they been 
hiding themself”. Grammatically this is not a correct construction, but 
the meaning is still clear. A reader can tell from the context that the 
sentence refers to a single nute even though ‘they’ is technically plural. 
 Using ‘they’ as a gender neutral pronoun makes sense because 
‘they’ has a history as a singular pronoun that dates back to at least the 
sixteenth century5. The Interpretation Act of 1850 legislated the use of 
‘he’ as an all-gender pronoun in an attempt to simplify language used 
in Parliamentary statutes (Wayne 290). ‘They’ fell out of use as a result. 
Today, ‘they’ is often used as singular pronoun to avoid referring to 
everyone as ‘he’ when the audience is mixed gender. As a result, the 
New Oxford American Dictionary defines the singular ‘they’ as “used 
to refer to a person of unspecified sex”. The dictionary makes use of 
this definition of ‘they’, stating that “In view of growing acceptance 
of ‘they’ and its obvious practical advantages, ‘they’ is used in this 
dictionary in many cases where ‘he’ would have been used formerly” 
(New Oxford American Dictionary). ‘They’ is already being used in 
the context of equality between men and women. An expansion of the 
definition to include members of the transgendered community who 
do not identify as male or female would provide a truly non-gendered 
pronoun. 
 ‘They’ is currently used by some members of the 
transgendered community as a gender neutral pronoun, but they do 
not have the full support of the queer community. Trans-artist Elisha 
Lim prefers to go by the pronoun ‘they’ because they do not identify 
as either male or female. They have a blog called “Call Me They” 
that features transgendered art with a focus on gender identity. In an 
interview with Xtra, a queer newspaper, Elisha was denied the use 
of their preferred pronoun because the newspaper believed it was 
grammatically incorrect and would cause reader confusion. Elisha did 
not do the interview as a result. The editor of Xtra has since been 
criticized by journalists from within the paper and the wider queer 
community6. In an Xtra article entitled “Call us what we want to be 
called”, journalist Ivan Coyote states, “I humbly request that Xtra do 
some serious thinking about what it means for a queer paper to refuse 

5  “they pron.” New Oxford American Dictionary. (hereafter cited in text)
6  Coyote, Ivan. “’They’ Is Me.” (hereafter cited in text)
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to honour such a fundamentally basic issue so important to many of 
its readers, or potential readers ... Call us what we want to be called” 
(Coyote).  To deny Elisha this right is a form of heterosexism in a 
paper that claims to support “all those who challenge gender or bend 
the borders of desire”7. Rae Spoon, a transgender musician had the 
same experience with Xtra. They feel that “Xtra’s position is damaging 
and invalidates my identity and pronoun”8. They went on to say 
“Straight Allies often access queer media to find out the protocol for 
what’s acceptable in the queer world” (Spoon). If queer media does 
not support the transgendered community in their use of an inclusive 
pronoun, then convincing mainstream media to do so will be very 
difficult. 
 Not everyone agrees that ‘they’ is the best choice for a gender 
neutral pronoun. Cultural theorist Trinh T. Minh-Ha says the use of 
‘they’ “involves an ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ opposition wherein the selective ‘us’ 
signifies a sex/gender norm that the excluded ‘them’ cannot achieve” 
(Wayne 290). It is true that ‘they’ has a connotation of otherness and 
opposition to the norm. However, this is the term that is currently 
being popularized in the transgendered community and in wider 
academic circles. Using a different term would be an imposition from 
outside. Without the support of the community, another pronoun would 
likely fail as a hundred others have failed before. 
Another set of pronouns that have been proposed are called Spivak 
pronouns. Spivak pronouns are: ey/em/eir/eirself. They were created 
by removing the ‘th’ from ‘they’. They were initially used in online 
gaming where one’s username and character may not be gender 
specific or may not correspond with one’s gender in real life. These 
pronouns were popular in the nineties and their use spread to some 
transgendered online communities9. Spivak pronouns would reduce 
the perceived grammatical confusion that comes with using ‘they’ as 
a pronoun. However, it seems unnecessarily complicated to use the 
variant form ‘ey’ when the standard form of ‘they’ will suffice in most 
situations. Grammatical confusion that comes from using ‘they’ as a 
pronoun would become less frequent as readers become accustomed to 
the pronominal form.    
 ‘S/he’ is frequently suggested as an alternative to ‘they’ in 

7 “Our Mission - Daring Togther.” Pink Triangle Press.
8  Spoon, Rae. “Instead of an Interview with Xtra.” (hereafter cited in text)
9 “The Need for a Gender-neutral Pronoun.”

HUMANITAS
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the comments section of online articles about gender nonspecific 
pronouns10. While this is potentially useful for differentiation between 
male and female, it does not represent the transgendered community. 
In fact, it reinforces the notion that one is either female or male. It 
has been suggested that there is an underlying violence implied in 
the construction of these terms because “sex-dichotomized language 
has functioned to erase the history of transgender and intersexed 
subjects through obliterating their existence. Crossing out the term 
that designates these subjects is a reminder of that obliteration” 
(Wayne 290). The ‘/’ in between she and he is reminiscent of the 
past practice of forcing transgender and intersexed people to choose 
one gender identity, thus eliminatin, or crossing ou, their existence 
as people outside the male/female binary. Another issue with these 
terms is that they cannot be pronounced with ease. This makes them 
difficult to use in practice, but it also “recall[s] the socially unspeakable 
status of ‘sexual ambiguity’” (Wayne 290). S/he upholds the idea that 
transgender people do not have a voice, or do not have the right to 
speak about their identity aloud. 
 The singular ‘they’ seems like the best choice for a non-
gendered pronoun to represent both the queer community and 
replace the use of ‘he’ as a default pronoun when gender cannot be 
determined. Many online discussions of gender neutral pronouns 
question whether it is necessary to change all pronouns to ‘they’, or 
simply to use it in instances where he or she is inappropriate. Changing 
all pronouns to ‘they’ seems excessive. This would likely lead to 
grammatical and lexical confusion regardless of contextual clues. In 
addition, this would be another instance of forcing a pronoun upon a 
group that does not identify with it. It would not solve the problem of 
restrictive pronouns. I do not identify as ‘they’ any more than Elisha 
identifies as ‘she’, or Rae as ‘he’. To label me as ‘they’ forces me to 
exist in a space outside of the male/female gender binary that I do 
not wish to inhabit. I do not mind being labelled as ‘they’ in instances 
where gender cannot be determined or the referent is a mixed gender 
group,  because ‘they’ is more appropriate than ‘he’. 
 Widespread use of ‘they’ will be difficult to encourage 
because of the general perception that it is grammatically incorrect 
as a singular pronoun. Pronouns are a closed class lexical category. 
Unlike open class lexical categories such as verbs and nouns, they do 

10 L., G. “Transgender Pronouns: A Small v for Victory.”

DEVELOPING A NON-GENDERED PRONOUN
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not change easily or often. Closed class morphemes “are fundamental 
to the ordered structure of Modern English… [they] signal important 
aspects of sentence level meaning”11. Closed class morphemes must 
remain stable or English syntax will not make sense. They are the 
most basic indicators of meaning. However, the singular pronoun 
‘they’ has been used in the past. It is becoming common both within 
and outside of the transgendered community. ‘They’ is often the 
most fitting pronoun. For it to reach a wide audience, it must be used 
first in the transgendered community that is most directly in need 
of gender neutral language. ‘They’ will not appear in mainstream 
news sources until queer newspapers like Xtra establish it as the 
standard for transgendered people who do not identify as male or 
female. This usage will be contested as a ‘minority’ concern, or overly 
politically correct, but one could argue “that it’s the opposite. Political 
correctness means ditching a clear and precise word in favour of a 
vaguer term, to spare someone’s feelings. This is a case of using a new 
word because the existing words are imprecise. They do not serve” 
(L.G., Transgender Pronouns). The idea that the majority has no 
responsibility for concerns of minority groups goes against the human 
rights legislation that Canadians pride themselves with upholding. The 
Canadian poet Dionne Brand wrote that “no language is neutral”. The 
search for a truly gender neutral pronoun is impossible, because the 
words gender and pronoun are laden with connotations of hierarchy, 
identity, selfhood, sexuality, and personhood. ‘They’, ‘he’, ‘she’, or any 
other invented pronoun will always be inadequate for describing the 
complexities of a human being.     

“To be human is to transcend the rules. It’s a phenomenon
 of this universe that the simplest of rules can 
give rise to the most complex behaviors.”

River of The Gods   
   

11  Adams, Micahel. Curzan, Anne. How English Works: A Linguistic Introduction, 101. 
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PADDY CHAYEFSKY’S NETWORK: CULTURAL POLITICS,

TELEVISION AND THE NEW HOLLYWOOD PARADIGM

LAUREN DINELEY

Hollywood cinema in the 1970s, often referred to as New Hollywood, was 
largely a reaction to major changes that took place in the industry in the 1950s 
and 1960s including the collapse of the studio system, the introduction of a 
new rating system and the rise of the televisual medium. For the most part, 
films of the period were what are now referred to as ‘blockbusters.’ This was 
an attempt to fight the industry’s economic and popular failures. Left by the 
wayside were equally successful films that were more explicitly reactionary 
such as Network’s overt criticism of the television industry. This paper looks at 
Network, ‘auteur theory’ in favour of a foregrounding of the screenplay and its 
ideological significance. The screenplay’s overtly displays the opinions, thoughts 
and reactions of Hollywood filmmakers to the seemingly ever-increasing success 
of television by illustrating the television industry as inherently sensational and 
altogether ridiculous.

The 1976 film Network depicts a sensationalized and satirized 
version of the 1970s television industry by presenting its audience 
with a glimpse of the on air and behind-the-scenes exploits of the 
fictional Union Broadcasting System. These exploits include the 
development of a new television series titled “The Mao Tse Ting 
Hour” (affectionately referred to by UBS executives as “Terrorist of 
the Week”), a salacious affair between the news division president, the 
network’s programming director, and most significantly, the rants of 
an insane, over-the-hill news anchor. The film was directed by Sidney 
Lumet, written by Paddy Chayefsky and features Peter Finch as the 
aging news anchor Howard Beale, William Holden as the news division 
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president Max Schumacher, Faye Dunaway as UBS’s programming 
director Diana Christensen, and Robert Duvall as network head Frank 
Hackett.  
 James Monaco’s theory, “Film: Politics”, suggests that 
the politics of a film determine how it relates to the world both 
sociopolitically and psychopolitically. In this instance, sociopolitics 
refers to a general audience, and how film as a ‘popular’ medium 
has the ability to influence mass culture Psychopolitics refers to the 
individual, and how the realism of film can have a profound, personal 
effect. This theory goes on to say that film is ontologically, mimetically 
and inherently political. ‘Ontologically’ because film has the ability 
to reinforce or deconstruct cultural values, ‘mimetically’ because 
film is either a reflection or recreation of reality, and ‘inherently’ 
because the medium itself, by virtue of its communicative capacity 
and reproducibility, is inextricably linked to politics and culture. 
Network exemplifies this theory, emphasizing Paddy Chayefsky’s 
script above all other creative elements of the film, including the 
director, producing a text that intentionally criticizes the television 
industry while simultaneously, albeit inadvertently,  expresses the 
fears of New Hollywood regarding television’s economic power and 
cultural influence as a competing entertainment medium. Elements of 
Monaco’s theory can be found throughout the film, particularly so in 
the most sensational scenes, namely Howard Beale’s “I’m mad as hell 
and I’m not going to take it anymore!” speech and the film’s finale, 
Beale’s assassination12. 
 In his 1954 Cahier du Cinema article titled “A Certain 
Tendency of French Cinema,” Francois Truffaut introduced the 
concept of auteurism to cinema studies. This approach, which 
foregrounds the director and his or her distinctive style to the exclusion 
of other creative elements in the filmmaking process, soon proliferated. 
In the 1970s, critics brought ‘auteur theory’ from Europe to America, 
and began to apply it to the directors most associated with the rise of 
New Hollywood. As a consequence of his consistent success within the 
Hollywood structure, Sidney Lumet was often included in this group 
of New Hollywood auteurs. However, this designation was unfounded. 
Lumet cannot be labelled as ‘auteur’ in the traditional sense as he 
actively disagrees with ‘auteur theory,’ even calling it “pretentious,” 

12  Chayefsky, Network. (hereafter cited in text)
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“artificial and self-conscious.”13 As a result, Lumet has no distinct style 
across his body of work, nor does he limit himself to one type of film, 
moving from cinematic adaptations of great plays such as Twelve Angry 
Men to original screenplays that reflect the New Hollywood paradigm, 
such as Network. That is not to say that Lumet does not influence 
his films as theoretical auteurs do, but rather that his films reveal 
“consistent personal preoccupations” (Shewey, 114) without using a 
consistent cinematic style to do so. Instead, Lumet imparts himself into  
his films by working with like-minded individuals, emphasizing their 
creative work through a cinematic style that adapts to each film.
 Of all of Sidney Lumet’s films, Network is perhaps the most 
explicit assertion of his collaborative filmmaking method: Paddy 
Chayefsky’s script, rather than the cinematic style of the film, is very 
much Network’s creative catalyst. Chayefsky’s writing is treated as such 
not only because the message of the film is so ingrained in the script, 
but also because Lumet and Chayefsky were considered to be “kindred 
spirits,” allowing Lumet to indirectly project his ideological image onto 
the film.14 The political confluence between the two men originates 
from comparable ethnic backgrounds, shared professional experiences 
(the two worked together early in both of their careers making made-
for-TV movies) and simply having lived through a formative period 
in modern American history: the Second World War, McCarthyism, 
Vietnam and Watergate (Boyer, 71).  
 The importance of Chayefsky’s written word in propelling the 
plot and producing the commentary is apparent throughout the film. 
It is particularly explicit, however, during the scene that is arguably 
the impetus of all the critical action that takes place: Howard Beale’s 
“I am mad as hell and I am not going to take it anymore!” speech 
(Chayefsky). This speech is the third in a series of on-air rants that, 
as the UBS executives(particularly Christensen and Hackett), quickly 
discover, are ‘ratings gold’. The sequence in question begins with a 
bout of parallel editing that follows Beale on his way to the studio 
and, in turn, those anticipating his arrival in the control room. The 
shots featuring Beale are well-lit and centre Beale within the frame. 
Alternatively, the shots featuring those in the control room are dimly 
lit and do not focus on any other individuals. This places emphasis 
on Beale, causing the audience of the film to pay particular attention 

13  Shewey, “Sidney Lumet – The Reluctant Auteur,” 113. (hereafter cited in text)
14  Boyer, Sidney Lumet, 71. (hereafter cited in text) 
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to Beale’s upcoming dialogue,. The background of the shots of the 
control room feature a news story about the Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC), a topical and important subject. Yet as 
soon as Beale arrives, this segment is cut short. Although this element 
does not dominate, it is a subtle indicator of Chayefsky’s criticism 
of American culture,  the idea that television as a medium has been 
degraded to spectacle, rather than the legitimate source of information 
and entertainment it once was. 
 Once he has arrived at the studio, Beale begins his speech. 
The mise-en-scène during this part of the scene can best be described 
as being ‘appropriate’, especially given the location of a closed studio. 
The position of the camera, a high angle from behind the diegetic 
camera, acts as a constant reminder to the viewer that this speech is 
being aired live, accentuating the intrinsically sensationalist nature 
of the speech. As Beale moves further into Chayefsky’s dialogue, 
movement within the shot occurs. This movement is slow, steady and 
gets increasingly closer to Beale, removing what little distraction there 
was from the speech without making itself too obvious. Then as Beale 
begins to move, the camera follows him, maintaining the focus on Beale 
and his speech. During his rant, there are brief cutaways to individuals 
working behind-the-scenes. Although a distraction from Beale in the 
visual sense, the speech continues over these interludes, and in some 
cases, Beale can still be seen on a screen within the shot, effectively 
maintaining the emphasis on the script. These interludes also play 
another important role:the dialogue shows Christensen’s pleasure in 
exploiting Beale to the economic, cultural and consequently political 
gain of UBS. This is yet another focus of Chayefsky’s commentary. 
The final portion of the sequence features Schumacher at home with 
his family watching Beale’s exploits, followed by a series of shots of 
the public heeding Beale’s advice to yell from their windows. The two 
sections of the sequence represent a binary of what Chayefsky views 
as the rational reaction and the irrational reaction. Lumet’s aesthetics 
reflect this binary meaning:  the shots inside Schumacher’s home are 
standard for the film, but the shots of the people yelling are not.They 
feature varied cinematographic angles as well as quick and constant 
cutting. Furthermore, the repetition of the phrase “I am mad as hell 
and I am not going to take it anymore!” combined with the change 
from shots focused on individuals to those of entire buildings worth of 
people yelling is an obvious indicator of television’s often outrageous 
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impact (Chayefsky).
 Throughout this entire sequence, and throughout the film 
as a whole, there is little use of sound effects and music, making 
Chayefsky’s dialogue the auditory focus of the film. For example, in 
the shots that take place in the news studio, one might expect to hear 
machinery or footsteps as people move in the background, but none 
can be found. For the most part, all that can be heard is Beale’s voice. 
This extreme lack of ‘other’ sound is perhaps most obvious in the final 
shots, in which members of the public are yelling from their windows. 
One would expect a fair amount of noise given that these people are 
outside in New York City. Instead however, the only sound other than 
constant overlapping repetitions of “I am mad as hell and I am not 
going to take it anymore!” is that of the thunderstorm overhead, which 
acts as a sort of pathetic fallacy of Beale’s antics, television’s demise and 
its rather ridiculous impact on the public (Chayefsky). 
 Beyond the evidence of Sidney Lumet’s directorial decision 
to emphasize Chayefsky’s script, discussed in this close scene reading 
], those outside of the film have reinforced the idea that the script is 
far more important than any other creative aspect of the film. In her 
rather scathing review of the film, Pauline Kael, a well-established 
film critic for The New Yorker and a proponent of auteur theory, barely 
mentions Lumet other than to criticize his lack of cinematic style, 
instead placing emphasis on Chayefsky, treating him as a pseudo-
auteur.15 Furthermore, Network experienced a great deal of success 
during the Hollywood award season It was nominated for a total of 
ten Academy Awards in 1977, winning four including Best Original 
Screenplay for Chayefsky but not a Best Director win for Lumet.16 
The legacy of the film within the industry and in the public sphere has 
also put a greater emphasis on the script. The American Film Institute 
named “I am mad as hell and I am not going to take it anymore!” one 
of the greatest film quotes of all time in 2005, and Chayefsky is often 
credited with inspiring a new generation of talented screenwriters. For 
instance, Aaron Sorkin used Howard Beale’s speeches as inspiration for 
the pilot of his television show Studio 60 on the Sunset Strip and thanked 
Chayefsky in his Best Adapted Screenplay Oscar acceptance speech for 
The Social Network during the 2011 ceremony. 
 Chayefsky’s script Network comments on the degradation of 

15  Kael, “Current Cinema: Hot Air,” 178. (hereafter cited in text)
16  Bowles, Sidney Lumet: A Guide to References and Resources, 100. (hereafter cited in text)
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television as an industry, as a source of entertainment and information, 
and as a reflection of the fears of the film industry during the 1970s. 
This period saw the rise of what is commonly referred to as “New 
Hollywood” in response to a series of changes in American film and 
popular culture. These changes include the end of vertical integration 
in Hollywood due to a Supreme Court ruling known as the Paramount 
Decree of 1948, the replacement of the Production Code with the 
MPAA rating system in 1968, and perhaps most significant to this film 
the invention and subsequent explosion of television. Television has 
posed, and continues to pose, a great threat to the film industry ; it 
is another visual and aural medium used to inform and entertain in a 
manner similar to that of cinema. The popularity of television in the 
1960s and early 1970s is often credited as a major cause of the rise 
of New Hollywood, which by definition is a change in the way that 
Hollywood operated, not only economically, but also creatively with the 
goal of re-attracting a consistently waning audience. The popularity of 
television was not only a causal factor in  the rise of New Hollywood, 
but also a major fear of those working in New Hollywood This 
sentiment is most definitely reflected in Network’s intense criticism of 
the medium -  those who create it, and those who watch it.
Network concludes with the assassination of its central figure: news 
anchor turned “mad prophet of the air waves” Howard Beale. This 
sequence, more than any other in the film, exemplifies the content, 
lack of style and purpose of the film, combining Chayefsky’s script 
and Monaco’s “Film: Politics” to produce a critical commentary that 
paints television as a corrupted, sensationalist, low art medium that is 
representative of the degradation of culture in America. Pauline Kael, 
in her The New Yorker review of the film titled “Hot Air,” described it 
best when she wrote “Chayefsky is getting it off on television” (Kael, 
177). Although Kael is able to accurately describe the criticism central 
to Network and connect it easily to the fears of New Hollywood, she 
does not view the film as effective, writing that Chayefsky “soapboxes” 
and “blitzes you with one idea after another” (Kael, 178). Kael does 
not agree with Chayefsky and Lumet, arguing that television “hasn’t 
taken our souls, any more than movies did.” and labelling the satire 
and commentary as ineffective. What Kael fails to realize, blinded by 
her opposing view and a fixed distaste for Lumet, is that no matter how 
much Chayefsky preaches, the political and cultural message of the 
film will come across; Monaco’s theory of “Film: Politics,” suggests that 
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the political nature of a film is present in its structure. 
 The subject of Howard Beale’s assassination is first introduced 
and discussed casually in a meeting of the UBS executives. This casual 
manner is bolstered by the unaffected performances, particularly by 
Dunaway and Duvall, and the aesthetics of the shots. In keeping 
with Lumet’s approach to the majority of the film, the shots of the 
executives at the meeting have no distinct style; the mise-en-scène and 
the cinematography are completely appropriate to the script  especially 
in their consistency - despite the change in conversation from regular 
affairs to murder for hire. It is only once Christensen begins talking 
about the Beale assassination being recorded and aired as the pilot for 
“The Mao Tse Ting Hour” does the shot change drastically, this time 
to images of people waiting in line and entering the news studio. This 
change in the visual image, combined with the continuing dialogue, 
once again emphasizes the script In this case in particular, it also 
heightens the satire as the executives plan Beale’s assassination and the 
ways in which they can exploit it economically and as entertainment 
while showing the diegetic audience to which they are catering. These 
scenes are examples of how film is ontologically and mimetically 
political;the realism, supported by the ‘appropriate’ cinematic style, 
makes Chayefsky’s political message and deconstruction of cultural 
values (those shared by the film’s audience) all the more potent. 
Simply put, the realism of Network, despite its satirical elements, has 
a profound impact on the psychopolitics of its audience The realism 
allows for the subject matter and criticism central to the film to become 
all the more personal. 
 The images of the audience waiting in line and entering the 
studio, interspersed with shots from the meeting, segues nicely into 
shots of the audience in the studio. It also  highlights the opening 
sequence of the sensationalized, satirical news hour now titled “The 
Howard Beale Show,” a direct reference to news becoming something 
akin to contemporary scripted comedies such as “The Mary Tyler 
Moore Show.”  The opening sequence of the show is of particular note, 
as it is the only part of the film that is somewhat stylized. not for the 
film audience,  but for the television audience within the film. The 
low-key lighting, the ornate sets, the enthusiastic voiceover, the upbeat 
music and the images of the studio audience clapping all combine 
to demonstrate that this formerly credible news show has become 
spectacle, an elaborate reiteration of the message of the film. 
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Nearly as soon as Beale walks onto the set after being introduced 
by the announcer, two men seated in the audience shoot him. This 
sequence is brief but powerful as a result of rapid editing, close-ups and 
unique lighting. In the initial shot, Beale walks slowly onstage through 
a series of aligned spotlights, meant to focus one’s attention on Beale, 
As soon as he hits his ‘mark’, the screen cuts quickly to shots of two 
men in the audience readying their guns and shooting. The next shots 
are edited at an extremely rapid pace, with the intention of suggesting 
chaos to the film’s viewer, and featuring close ups of the shooters, the 
guns and Beale’s bloodied body. The final shot in this rapid sequence 
is a shot of Beale’s face with a bullet hole through the middle of his 
forehead, and is followed by a longer shot in which the camera  above 
Beale’s lifeless body,  zooms in. This action, arguably more so than 
any other action that takes place in the entire film, is representative of 
Lumet and Chayefsky’s opinion of television in the 1970s. 
 The final shot of the film is a rather long one that features 
four television screens within the film frame in what one assumes is a 
control room. The videos playing on each screen vary:a slow motion 
version of the footage of Howard Beale’s death, a news program 
reporting the death, and advertisements. As these images are playing 
on the screens within the screen, both the audio for the news and for 
the advertisements can be heard, but the sound from the advertisement 
dominates. The changes in what footage is on which screen, and 
the audio arrangement of this final shot, are  once again indicative of 
Lumet and Chayefsky’s opinion of television: a medium that was once 
informative and entertaining in a legitimate manner, now a medium 
whose sole focus is economic success. This point is really driven home 
as Chayefsky’s written word is once again emphasized. The images 
freeze and the sound of said images is replaced by a voiceover that says: 
“This was the story of Howard Beale, the first known instance of a man 
who was killed because he had lousy ratings.” This is yet another direct 
reference to the ridiculous nature of the television industry presented 
as real in the film. For the most part, Network does not take advantage 
of film being  inherently political. Cinematic techniques are not used 
to their full extent to stress the political nature of the script over the 
film medium. That is, until this final shot, in which the inherently 
political nature of the film medium is explicitly demonstrated through 
reproducibility. The rapid footage of Beale’s death, shown just 
moments before, is slowed down and repeated on multiple screens 
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within the screen, using the technical abilities of film to repeat the 
most sensationalized event that has taken place in Network. This 
can also be directly linked to Monaco’s idea: the sociopolitics of film 
affect the masses due to its role as a popular medium, a medium of 
communication that is easily accessible, yet is still a knowledgeable and 
authoritative source, both like and unlike television. 
 Network, as a text, is double-folda It is a criticism of what 
the television industry had become in the 1970s as a result of its 
proliferation, its economic value and its audience. It is alsos an 
inadvertent commentary on the fears of New Hollywood. Network 
criticizes television through a satirical depiction of the medium as 
aedefence mechanism of sorts, against the success of television in its 
challenge of film as the dominant visual communicative medium in 
America. This dynamic criticism is first and foremost attributed to the 
brilliance of Chayefsky’s script; however, one must not underestimate 
Lumet’s deliberate lack of cinematic style to emphasize Chayefsky’s 
dialogue and the application of Monaco’s “Film Politics” to aid in the 
understanding of such a critique. 
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THE INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT OF EUGENICS IN TURN-
OF-THE-CENTURY EUROPE: TOWARDS A NEW MORALITY AND 
MEDICINE

ERIK J. BRACCIODIETA

Darwinism was applied beyond the natural world and to human societies in 
late nineteenth century Europe. This article shows how academics of the time 
viewed religion and morality in an evolutionary perspective. It offered an 
alternative to traditional Christian beliefs in confronting the issues of economic 
inequality and class privilege by emphasizing the national community over 
individuals. This movement influenced medical thought and eugenicists began 
developing their own niche in public health. Combining training in medicine, 
statistics and genetics eugenicists envisioned a concerted state effort to regulate 
the reproduction of citizens to ensure the hereditarily diseased were stopped 
from reproducing and those deemed ‘fit’ would be encouraged to reproduce. 
In conclusion, the development of eugenics involved challenging traditional 
Christian morals of altruism and prompted a reappraisal of the goals of 
medical progress; from ensuring each life is extended to safeguarding the genetic 
health of the race.

Shakespeare wrote there are more things on heaven and earth than are 
dreamed of in our philosophy.17 The mass violence of World War Two 
seems to fuse earthly atrocities with the ‘philosophy’ of Darwinism 
and eugenics in particular. Evolutionary biology, genetics, statistics, 
social science, racial anthropology and collectivist ethics contributed 
to eugenic world views on the future of humanity and the worth of 
individual life in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Europe. 

17  Hamlet, Act 1, scene 5
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With these concerns eugenics desired to reduce the reproductive 
capability of the disabled, those deemed ‘unfit,’ and entire classes 
viewed as social liabilities while encouraging the reproduction of 
those with desirable traits. Eugenics influenced medical thought, 
especially with the discovery of Mendel’s Laws of Inheritance which 
lent scientific credibility and predictive power to eugenic policy 
proposals. Eugenic medicine focused on the health of the ‘race,’ which 
in this essay refers to the national community eugenicists lived in. The 
development of eugenics involved challenging traditional religious 
ethics of altruism and influenced medical thought in early twentieth 
century Europe.
 In The Descent of Man Darwin devotes an entire chapter to the 
role of morality and group solidarity in human evolution. Intellect, 
like physical traits, reached its current state due to natural selection.18 
Ancient tribes served as the unit of selection where levels of loyalty, 
coherence and selfishness varied from one group to another. Tribes 
exhibiting more solidarity were able to fend off attacks and conquer 
other tribes, thus increasing the prevalence of these traits (Darwin, 
155). To Darwin, the Golden Rule “is the foundation stone of morality. 
It is, therefore, hardly possible to exaggerate the importance during 
rude times of the love of praise and the dread of blame” (Darwin, 157). 
The human desire to avoid social exclusion led to the development of 
codified religions and established moral codes followed by the group. 
 However, Darwin questions the evolutionary worth of modern 
sympathy: “We civilized men, on the other hand, do our utmost to 
check the process of elimination; we build asylums for the imbecile” 
(Darwin, 159). A dichotomy is thus established in regards to morality 
and human evolution: religion served a beneficial role by strengthening 
group solidarity in prehistory but in the modern era religion inhibits 
selection. Darwin cites the work of his cousin, Francis Galton, on the 
heritability of intelligence and expounds proto-eugenic ideas: “there 
appears to be at least one check in steady action, namely that weaker 
and inferior members of society do not marry so freely as the sound 
[. . .] though this is more to be hoped for than expected” (Darwin, 
159-60). Galton worked to make this hope a reality by attacking how 
the clergy sequestered men of noble character and made them ill.19 
Frances Power Cobbe, an early suffragist, criticized Galton’s view on 

18  Darwin, The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex, 153. (hereafter cited in text)
19  Cobbe, Darwinism in Morals, 45. (hereafter cited in text)
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the negative evolutionary impact of religion by arguing that religious 
service selected for traits different than  those  associated with ‘fitness’: 
strength, decisiveness and aggression. Cobbe argued the notion of 
‘Muscular Christianity’ is oxymoronic and destructive, reflecting a trend 
to integrate traditional social norms into the framework of evolutionary 
theory (Cobbe, 49). This cumbersome accommodation was abandoned 
as the nineteenth century ended and Galton’s eugenic ideas matured.
 Galton’s 1870 Hereditary Genius posited that social distinction 
and achievement ran in families and is therefore inherited on a 
biological basis. His ideas motivated the establishment of anthropology 
departments at British universities, where he hoped new statistical 
methods would reveal the physical basis of success.20 Those deemed 
‘unfit,’ whether they be mentally disabled, congenitally diseased, 
malformed or alcoholic, were derived from the lower classes and 
their reproduction was framed as a social threat. This reflected the 
Malthusian fear of overpopulation by the untamed masses (Jones, 8) 
and eugenicists opposed social welfare laws.21 Given the secularization 
of public institutions and the corrosion of rural social ties, turn-of-
the-century Europe was in a state of moral crisis.22 Some academics 
observed the failure of religion and liberalism in coping with the 
difficulty of the urban poor, and used evolutionary theory to justify the 
darker aspects of modernism (Jones, 13-14). Inequality was a naturally 
inherited trait. Credibility to eugenic ideals was based on its seemingly 
rational scientific foundation and its harmony with natural processes 
(Weikart, 69). However, unlike Spencer-ist laissez-faire competition 
between all individuals, eugenics supported interventionist 
reproductive policy. This formed into a comprehensive ethic that 
challenged Christian views on the sanctity of life.
 Eugenic ethics were  built from a variety of nineteenth 
century intellectual sources. The desire to construct a new ethic was 
based on the ever-changing nature of life: humanity’s morale character 
should evolve just as physical traits had over time (Weikart, 64). 
Darwin’s notion of ethics as a tool of evolution was furthered: “the 
measuring rod for morality was the survival and reproduction of the 
greatest number” (Weikart, 50). Therefore, any impulse to help the 

20  Jones, Essays in the History of Eugenics, 2. (hereafter cited in text)
21  Searle, Essays in the History of Eugenics, 26. (hereafter cited in text)
22  Weikart, From Darwin to Hitler: Evolutionary Ethics, Eugenics and Racism in Germany, 59. 

(hereafter cited in text)
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‘unfit’ was framed as immoral. Nietzsche’s rejection of Christianity’s 
focus on aiding the weak gave credence to eugenic ideas of aiding 
the strong (Weikart, 46). Since evolutionary progress was the ‘highest 
moral good [,] health and sickness became criteria for making 
moral judgements” (Weikart, 43). Compassion, framed as irrational 
emotionality, had to be replaced with reasoned calculation. Hugo 
Ribbert, a professor of pathology at the University of Bonn, went so far 
as to claim that a “man who is thoroughly healthy in every respect” is 
incapable of immoral behaviour because everything he does helps to 
fulfill the highest moral aim: furthering human evolution (Weikart, 54). 
An almost Marxist influence is seen in the subjugation of the individual 
to the biological future of the race (Searle, 31). An individual’s worth 
was thought to be derived solely from one’s capacity to generate 
healthy offspring.
  In England a eugenics research centre was established at 
University College, London in 1907, and the Eugenics Education 
Society of London was founded in 1907. These institutions advocated 
for the implementation of eugenic policies on the hereditarily ill, 
including the disabled in asylums. German academics formed more 
organizations in the Wilhelmine period: the Monist League in 1906 
by zoologist Ernst Heackel, the International Order for Ethics and 
Culture in 1908 by psychiatrist Auguste Forel, and the Society for Race 
Hygiene in 1905 by physician Alfred Ploetz. These small membership 
groups consisted of academics and physicians; the 6 000 members of 
the Monist League in 1914 represent the highest point of affiliation 
(Weikart, 65). 
 These organizations had a significant number of physician 
memberships because this new ethical mindset dealt with the worth 
of human life. Modern medicine was seen as an impediment to human 
evolution because it indiscriminately offered care to the mentally and 
physically disabled, those classified as ‘unfit.’23 Nineteenth century 
progress in reducing infant mortality and increasing the life span was 
seen as a dangerous waste of resources, especially considering the 
birth rate of the upper classes was falling (Pearson, 165). Asylums were 
disdained: “in our institutions we provide for the deaf-mute, the blind, 
the cripple and render it relatively easy for the degenerate to mate 
and leave their like” (Pearson, 165). Eugenicists believed the justified 
treatment of the ‘degenerate’ by social exclusion, imprisonment, 

23  Pearson, “Darwinism, Medical Progress and Eugenics,” , 165. (hereafter cited in text)
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confinement and death had been replaced by illogical compassion 
based motives (Pearson, 165). Physicians had to recognize that the race 
had to be subject to some kind of selective power to ensure public 
health. Much like how traditional Christian belief on the sanctity of 
individual life had to be abandoned, so did the traditional medical 
practice of administering care to the individual. Instead, physicians 
were encouraged to integrate new evolutionary ethics into their 
practice. Medical resources and expertise had to be distributed in a way 
to ensure the ‘unfit’ would have a reduced capacity to reproduce and 
the ‘fit’ would be encouraged to do so. One concrete policy proposition 
produced by English eugenic societies was the forcible sterilization of 
the deaf, mute, insane, epileptic, autistic, deformed, ‘feeble-minded’ 
and alcoholic segments of the population (Pearson, 165). Eugenicists 
believed medicine and evolution had antagonistic goals: medicine 
tried to save every life as soon as possible while evolution abandoned 
the few for the betterment of the future of the race (Pearson, 165). 
Eugenics would bridge the gap between these two fields. Medicine 
would be administered in a more rational, arguably more ethical, 
manner and the evolutionary fate of humanity would be assured.
 Eugenic thought in Germany, like in England, proposed 
sterilization but went an ominous step further. The notion of death 
had undergone an intellectual reappraisal in early twentieth century 
Germany. The traditional religious notion of death being something 
to be overcome or vanquished had been replaced with death as a 
tool of communal salvation (Weikart, 73). Death, an integral part of 
evolutionary progress, was seen as serving the greater good because 
the well-being of the race was assured. Haeckel’s form of eugenics was 
particularly disturbing as it “required incredible sacrifice - including 
multitudes of human sacrifices - since the survival of the chosen few 
means ‘destruction of the majority;” (Weikart, 80). It is with this 
devaluation of the individual that the administering of death, led by 
physicians, can be understood. The death of one minority, the disabled, 
seemingly struggling to adapt to modern society, paled in comparison 
to the vastness of the new mission of medicine: to safeguard humanity 
from biological decline.
 Eugenics necessitated the revocation of religious sympathy to 
those in need, glorified the evolution of the collective, and influenced 
medical thinking. Sterilization of the disabled occurred in the United 
States, Canada and Scandinavia during the 1920’s and in Nazi Germany 
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in the 1930s and 1940s. Eugenics formed a part of the progressive 
ethos of the twentieth century: the future of humanity can be managed 
with science. The connection between eugenics and Nazi race theory 
is apparent is seen in that only six months after Hitler was appointed 
chancellor, the ‘Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased 
Offspring,’ or Sterilization Law was established, laying the a policy 
justification for reducing food, coal, personnel and other supplies to 
mental asylums.24 A common argument for this policy was that precious 
resources had to be provided based on how productive an individual 
was to the national community (Noakes and Pridham, 393). In 1939 the 
secret T4 committee was established to catalogue and systematically 
transport these patients to six sites for killing by gas, starvation or 
injection. It is estimated that over 70,000 people were killed under the 
auspices of T4 from 1939 and 1941 (Noakes and Pridham, 433). The 
same officials and staff who managed and executed T4 were able to 
translate their expertise after 1941 to the mass killing programs of the 
War, which continued to target patients in mental asylums and other 
groups who did not fit into the Nazi ideal of the ‘racial community’ 
(Noakes and Pridham, 440). Perhaps never before has an idea rooted 
in ‘science’ been responsible for so much destruction and suffering. 
Hopefully never again will such ideas have the opportunity.
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IMPERIAL EPISTEMOLOGY AND NATIONALIST STRATEGIES 
FOR CHINA’S REGENERATION

NADA KHALIFA

In an 1853 article on “British Rule in India,” Marx wrote: “The question 
is can mankind fulfill its destiny without a fundamental revolution in the 
social state of Asia? If not, whatever may have been the crimes of England 
she was the unconscious tool of history in bringing about that revolution.” 25 
The Chinese ‘crisis of modernity’ at the turn of the century has been similarly 
conceived as precipitated by China’s entry – under imperial compulsion – into 
an international order structured around the demands of Western industrial 
capitalism and colonial expansion. The question of whether nationalism and 
communism – as responses to this crisis and as competing strategies for national 
reconstruction – constitute foreign ideologies in China comes down to the extent 
to which they were implicated in this international order. The primary focus of 
this paper will be on nationalist strategies for domestic regeneration and their 
context within an epistemic framework dictated by the West.  

In 1911, the “fundamental revolution” in the social state of China 
came about as the result of the collapse of the Qing dynasty. The 
fiscal reorganization of the Empire according to the logic of self-
strengthening in an attempt to meet imperial mandates, combined 
with the internal degeneration of social and political structures 
more generally, had begun a process of decentralization that proved 
impossible to constrain. It became clear that attempts at political 
reform following military defeat in the Sino-Japanese War of 1895 had 

25 Quoted in Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought, 22.
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not gone far enough, and by 1919 this recognition had crystallized 
into an “intellectual campaign for a totally ‘new culture.’”26 With the 
dissolution of China’s traditional political order (Furth, 41), this ‘new 
culture’ (not necessarily confined to the aims and philosophy of its 
eponymous Republican movement) required a new society to go along 
with it. This necessitated a fundamental reorganization of material 
society on all its levels –political, economic and civic – and of the 
categories of its apprehension. It was during this time that Chinese 
intellectuals and elites more broadly (it is more difficult to say whether 
this applied to the general masses i.e. the peasantry) began to regard 
themselves as political agents within a nation, given that an alternative 
central level of political organization did not exist as such. 
 Within this context, of institutional disintegration 
accompanied by intellectual ferment, Chinese nationalists and 
communists began to seek a new basis for political organization after 
the failure of Republicanism in China. By 1922, the Guomindang and 
Chinese Communist Party had each theorized ‘solutions’ to China’s 
problems based on divergent understandings of their causes. As 
Rebecca Karl explains:

even while the new culture and May Fourth movements had identified 
a large number of problems that all progressives could agree upon 
– including opposition to imperialism, support for nationalism and 
democracy, rejection of traditional values and ideas, and promotion 
of feminism – there was no agreement about their solutions.”27 

The collapse of the traditional Confucian order had left a vacuum in 
its place that would have to be intellectually and politically accounted 
for28. Nationalism (in the most flexible definition of the term) emerged 
as a means of preserving China as a socio-political entity whose survival 
was theorized in terms of Western models of historical progress and 
technological advancement. In other words, “it was [the] burning 
question of national survival that led to an uninhibited examination 
of all those technologies, institutions, systems and ideas that had 
promoted the ascendency of the Western nation-state” (Schwartz, 100).

26 Furth, “Intellectual Change,” 13. (hereafter cited in text)
27 Karl, Mao Zedong and China, 17. (hereafter cited in text)
28 Schwartz, “Themes in Intellectual History: May Fourth and After,” 100. (hereafter  

cited in text)
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 Among the ideas adopted from the West was a conception of 
linear history in its Enlightenment configuration, whose roots in China 
can be traced back to the social Darwinian evolutionary cosmology 
of late nineteenth century reformers. China’s ‘discovery’ of the West 
“resulted in a new faith in world-historical progress among Chinese, 
but one which stressed both the moral teleology of the historical 
progress and its relative incompleteness at any given temporal stage” 
(Furth, 16). A Hegelian theory of progressive History posits that the 
structure of historical change is governed by the “unfolding self-
awareness of the Spirit which is Reason” embodied both in ‘rational’ 
state institutions and in the self-awareness of the individual subject.29  
As an epistemological framework, the effect Hegel’s theory has on 
historical analysis is that it sets up a kind of standard by which any 
given society’s entrance into ‘modernity’ can be measured. In light 
of this standard, Hegel’s conception of History not only gives into 
a universalizing, Eurocentric impulse but “posseses a philosophical 
structure…appropriate for a conquering power poised for world 
domination” (Duara, 19).
 The extent to which non-Western ‘nations’ manifested 
what Hegel defined as rationality in their state institutions, and the 
extent to which Oriental subjects were self-aware in the sense that 
they recognized the “freedom of the self from the hold of nature and 
ascriptive orders” (Duara, 18), came to justify imperial exploitation 
through a social Darwinist logic of ‘advanced’ and ‘backward’ nations 
and races (Duara, 20). Prasenjit Duara argues that it is the realization 
of the nation-state as the subject and agent of History that constitutes 
an entry into modernity in its Hegelian configuration (20). As such, 
nationalism constitutes an essentially modernizing technology 
mapped out along a temporal axis with human progress (Eurocentric 
in its definition) as its telos. ‘The people,’ as the basis of the nation’s 
sovereignty, would then have to be – in a sense – created. Taking 
this into account, the political structure of the nation-state seeks to 
undertake a “pedagogy of the people” by which “the nation would 
have to be remade to serve as their own sovereign” (Duara, 32). What 
Charlotte Furth calls a conception of “moral teleology” would also 
come to heavily inform nationalist discourse in the 1930s and 40s 
with Sun Yat-sen’s Three People’s Principles and Chiang Kai-shek’s 
New Life Movement. The nationalist emphasis on moral teleology in 

29 Duara, Rescuing History From the Nation, 17. (hereafter cited in text)
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turn relied on an understanding of the nation as sharing a collective 
consciousness or psychology.  
 In the case of China, the conception of a collective national 
psychology dated back to 1902 with Liang Qichao’s call for a “new 
people” (Furth, 44). Liang, in the aftermath of 1911, developed this 
notion further into an attempt to “define and defend a historically 
rooted ‘national character’” (Furth, 44), which became subject to 
criticism in the very moment of its inception. Liang’s theory, dealing 
with “concrete norms of social ethics” and entailing “an evolutionary 
model of change,” (Furth, 54) occasioned a discussion of China’s 
political order vis-à-vis the newly conceived notion of a national 
character (and not necessarily Liang’s definition thereof). As Furth 
points out, “for every article that praised a Chinese devotion to peace, 
inner contentment, familistic emotions, another savaged the presumed 
national predilections for passivity, conformity, dependency and 
slavishness to authority” (55). Traces of Hegel’s model of progression 
through self-awareness (the dominant conception of historical 
modernity in the West) can be found in the ideas of many prominent 
Chinese nationalists. Sun Yat-sen’s Three People’s principles – whose 
inspiration was derived “very largely from Western sources”30 – were 
based on his understanding of China’s problems as arising from a lack 
of national solidarity (De Bary and Lufrano, 768). “Today we are the 
poorest and weakest nation in the world and occupy the lowest position 
in international affairs,” Sun said in a lecture delivered to Guomindang 
party members in 1924. 

If we do not earnestly espouse nationalism and weld together our 
four hundred million people into a strong nation, there is danger of 
China’s being lost and our people being destroyed. If we will to avert 
this catastrophe, we must espouse nationalism and bring this national 
spirit to the salvation of the country.31 

The state of the Chinese people as “a heap of loose sand” would 
have to be transformed in order to meet the requirements of capitalist 
modernity set by the West. Sun regarded as necessary the fostering of 
a national consciousness – or Hegelian ‘self-awareness’ – in order for 

30 De Bary and Lufrano, “Sun Yat-Sen and the Nationalist Revolution,” 761. (hereafter  
cited in text)

31 Sun Yat-sen, “The Three People’s Principles,” 769. (hereafter cited in text)
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China to progress from its low position in the international hierarchy of 
nations.
 Insofar as nationalism emerged in an ostensibly anti-imperial 
moment in Chinese history, and insofar as it took an anti-imperial 
character, it is still the case that deficiencies in China’s political 
order were ascribed to essential deficiencies in the so-called Chinese 
‘national character’ itself and not to state policy (or lack thereof). 
The representations of this character in nationalist discourse and its 
precursors drew on colonial conceptions of the Oriental precisely as 
slavish and passive, prone to dependency and conformity. This much 
points to the inherent contradiction within nationalist thought more 
broadly, in that it “reasons within a framework of knowledge whose 
representational structure corresponds to the very structure of power 
nationalist thought seeks to repudiate.”32 Chinese nationalists adopted 
a dual narrative of Chinese modernity: on one hand, through national 
construction, China would be able to take its rightful place among 
nations within the forward thrust of human History (a Western model 
of political self-apprehension). On the other, this national construction 
would only come about when China rid itself of its allegedly new moral 
degeneracy and returned to its “characteristic, traditional morality.”
 Chiang Kai-shek’s New Life Movement (1934), for example, 
took for granted a fundamental moral deficiency within the Chinese 
character itself. While purporting to strengthen national morale, the 
New Life Movement was intended to rally people in the Nanchang 
area against local communists.33 Chiang took Sun’s allegation that China 
had been, under foreign oppression, invaded by a new culture (Sun, 
771) as the premise for his belief in the moral decline of China. The 
New Life Movement as a project of reform was imbedded within the 
logic of cultural superiority accompanying Western colonialism. Chiang 
“thought of himself as promoting progress – cleaning up and dressing 
China in answer to the type of Westerner who complained about her 
untidiness and lack of sanitation” (De Bary and Lufrano, “Chiang 
Kai-shek,” 800). This campaign was accompanied by a somewhat 
melodramatic rhetoric of moral degeneration. For someone allegedly 
aiming to inculcate a sense of national pride, Chiang never shied away 
from pointing out (at great length) deficiencies in public morality and 

32 Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World, 38. (hereafter cited in text)
33 De Bary and Lufrano, “Chiang Kai-shek: Nationalism and Traditionalism,” 800. (hereafter 

cited in text)
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his strategies for restoring “good habits.” 
 The people’s general disposition as spiritless, their “lack 
of discrimination between what is good and evil, between what is 
public and what is private, and between what is primary and what 
is secondary”34 was identified as the root cause of social decline and 
national ignominy and not the colonial context of global economic 
inequality. Regardless of pretentions toward a so-called ‘return’ to a 
uniquely Chinese morality as a form of anti-imperial resistance,
 

Chiang’s traditionalism…was never conceived as a total opposition 
to Westernization. The Three People’s Principles – nationalism, 
democracy and socialism – were basically Western in inspiration, and 
however much he [Chiang] or Dr. Sun adapted them to their own 
tastes, the use of such slogans constituted a recognition on their part 
that Western ideals had an irresistible attraction for twentieth-century 
Asia. (De Bary and Lufrano, “Chiang Kai-shek,” 799).

Far from adopting an anti-colonial culturism, Sun and Chiang accepted 
a logic of malleability and reform on an epistemic level, as well as the 
need for it. As Sun wrote: “It is not to be denied that the Chinese 
people are deficient in knowledge . . . [However], even an ox can 
be trained to plow the field and a horse to carry man. Are men not 
capable of being trained?”35 The Guomindang would theoretically 
come to serve as a vanguard for national progress on that level, but 
contradictorily was in fact governed by a cultural conservatism taking 
its cues from Western standards of decorum, hygiene etc. that did 
nothing to improve the material, lived conditions of Chinese. “The life 
of our people,” Chiang wrote in 1934, “will conform to the standard 
of art…[by which] we mean the cultural standard of all the people, 
irrespective of sex, age, wealth, and class. It is the boundary line 
between civilized life and barbarism” (805). 
 Returning to Duara’s consideration of Hegelian historical 
theory in relation to nationalist thought, any nationalist project that 
takes an ill-defined notion of progressive rationality as its telos is 
essentially implicated in Enlightenment modernity – a modernity 
that is configured entirely in European terms with respect to the 
requirements of industrial capitalism and its extension in militaristic 

34 Chiang Kai-shek, “Essentials of the New Life Movement,” 801. (hereafter cited in text)
35 Sun Yat-Sen, “The Three Stages of Revolution,” 782. (hereafter cited in text)
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imperialism. Furthermore, Chinese nationalists did not always adopt 
a rhetoric of anti-imperialism. For example, Sun’s “fifth and sixth 
principles [advocated] close collaboration between the Chinese and 
Japanese and [urged] other countries also to support the revolution. 
Nationalism [in 1906] is thus not opposed to foreign intervention, 
but in fact welcomes it – on the right side” (De Bary and Lufrano, 
“Sun Yat-sen,” 762). It was only after 1924 that Sun sought a new 
target for national indignation in his quest for cohesion, and foreign 
economic imperialism came to serve as means of achieving national 
unity by providing a common enemy (De Bary and Lufrano, “Sun 
Yat-sen,” 768). In this way, “the historical defeats and the subsequent 
humiliation at the hands of the imperialist powers [became] the 
impetus for the rise of Chinese nationalism.”36 China’s humiliation, 
however, was not ascribed to colonial expansionism; economic 
exploitation was not, in other words, the colonists’ fault but was rather 
conceived as the result of the Chinese people’s inability to “weld 
together” as a nation, their inability to conform their lives “to the 
standard of art,” their general spiritlessness of disposition, and their 
ignorance. This culture of shame was formulated necessarily in relation 
to Western models of progress and conceptions of modernity.
 Since it was imperialism that precipitated China’s ‘crisis 
of modernity’ in the first place (in the sense that the Qing dynasty 
collapsed as a result of direct economic exploitation by Britain, 
Germany et al.), the response to this crisis was inevitably engaged in a 
dialectic with and against imperialism, in which the two parties were 
not at all equal. Taking as a given China’s subordination to the Western 
capitalist powers, the nationalist response was to try to improve China’s 
position within the hierarchy of nations (by approximating a national 
framework) and not to question the legitimacy of that same hierarchy. 
As Partha Chatterjee writes:

Why is it that non-European colonial countries have no historical 
alternative but to try and approximate the given attributes of 
modernity when that very process of approximation means their 
continued subjection under a world order which only sets their tasks 
for them and over which they have no control? (10).

The reason, of course, is that colonial power functions on the level 

36 Zhao, A Nation-State by Construction, 17.
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of epistemology, materially and ideologically subjugating the third 
world by its own utilitarian logic,37 while simultaneously promulgating 
Enlightenment values as universal. 
 Nationalism cannot be construed simply as a European 
phenomenon emerging from the German Enlightenment in the 18th 
century, as theorized by Fichte and Herder etc., but rather as the motor 
force behind the consequent political reorganization of the world 
according to imperial reasoning. China was forcibly opened to the 
West through economic subjugation, and would not be able to resist 
that subjugation if it did not on some level accept its premises. The 
Hegelian model of progressive History came to underlie the Chinese 
nationalist project in the sense that it inaugurated a conception of 
historical destiny governed by Western civilizational models of world 
progress. It remains a historical truism that the categories through 
which Chinese nationalists (and communists) viewed themselves in 
relation to China’s past and future were inevitably bound up in the 
dictates of imperialism. As Chiang put it: “We must recognize that the 
Three Principles represent not only the crystallization of China’s time-
honored civilization and of her people’s highest virtues, but also the 
inevitable trend of world affairs in this modern age.”38  
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ADORNO’S MARGINALIEN ZU THEORIE UND PRAXIS:

INPRAISE OF DISCONTINUITY 

CHRISTINE FILLION

This essay is a study of a late work by Theodor Wiesengrund Adorno entitled 
Marginalia to Theory and Praxis in which Adorno felt obliged to defend 
theoretical analysis and to explain the fundamental difference between theory 
and practice. In the 1960s, Adorno was targeted by “actionists” as a mere 
thinker of theory living in an ivory tower, not willing to take a stand in 
active support of the student movement and other revolutionary movements  
in Germany during the mid- to late 1960s. Adorno concludes that the act of 
thinking as self-reflection (Selbstbesinnung), as well as the written word are 
both critically important ways to reveal social malaise and can also serve to 
transform politics, aesthetics and society as a whole.        
       
1. Defining theory and praxis
In §1 of his 1969 essay entitled Marginalien zu Theorie und Praxis, 
Adorno states that there exists a kind of Scheinpraxis, a pseudo-form 
of nature dominating praxis embodied in positivistic and pragmatic 
thinking. Here, nature is objectified and neutralised, so that its 
particularity and the value placed on quality is overlooked, or as Adorno 
states, “finds its legitimation nowhere else but in the marketplace.”39 
The question of the ambiguous relationship between theory and praxis 
reflects the alienation of spirit (Geist) from matter, which had been 
previously discussed by Adorno and Horkheimer in the first chapter of 
their 1947 publication Dialektik der Aufklärung. The kind of totalitarian 
reasoning (“Aufklärung”) which promotes alienation, is that which 

39  Adorno,  “Marginalia to Theory and Praxis” in Critical Models: Interventions and Catchwords, 
259 (cited hereafter in text as Adorno/Pickford).
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shuts out “all that cannot be fastened upon by both hands” (Adorno/
Pickford, 260). Furthermore, due to fear of the unknown, nothing is 
permitted to remain which may be located outside the “magic circle” 
in this kind of reason disguised as Aufklärung. What is bemoaned 
is the loss of experience (Erfahrungsverlust) of the “enlightened” 
subject, and where experience is hindered or even absent, a process of 
mythologization sets in, accompanied by the self-comforting and fear-
dispelling mechanism of the ewigen Gleichen. Because of this particular 
kind of thinking which is firmly rooted in Western consciousness, 
theory and praxis become alienated one from the other, so that praxis 
“is longed for, distorted, and desperately overvalued.” (Adorno/Pickford, 
260)  Adorno concludes this section by stating that pragmatic and 
positivistic thinking, intimately associated with bourgeois culture, is 
all-encompassing, and in its relation to pseudo-praxis is fundamentally 
hostile to theory. Nevertheless, there is indeed according to Adorno, 
a form of praxis which is authentic—not  Scheinpraxis. True praxis 
exists in relation to theory in a manner in which the latter does not 
lose its force, nor that praxis becomes merely arbitrary. In §1 of this 
text, Adorno states that praxis should be released from the shackles 
of practical reason promoted by both Kant and Fichte, whose theories 
were the seeds of the subsequent and degenerate form of Scheinpraxis: 
that is, bourgeois pragmatism where the particularity of nature and 
world phenomena is relegated to the status of an Exemplar. For Adorno, 
thinking is also a kind of doing, and theory itself is therefore a form 
of praxis (“Denken ist ein Tun, Theorie eine Gestalt von Praxis”). 
Thinking, he adds, has a double character in that it is immanently 
determined, and at the same time, is an unalienable, real mode of 
behaviour in the midst of reality (“unabdingbar reale Verhaltensweise 
inmitten der Realität”).  
 In §2 of the Marginalia, Adorno presents a concise historico-
philosophical examination of the difference between theory and 
praxis, which parallels the distinction between subject and object, 
qua the Cartesian dichotomy of the thinking subject (cogito) vs. 
objectified matter. Adorno mentions that in the medieval world, there 
still existed a hierarchy of values where law, order and practicality 
were “givens”. The Was tun? was not yet a critical aporia until the 
formulation of the Cartesian cogito or the subsequent Kantian notion of 
autonomous reason. Adorno criticises Max Scheler’s Formalismus40 in its 

40  Scheler, Max. Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die materiale Wertethik first published in 
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promotion of an immutable hierarchy of values and a material Wertethik, 
considering this position to be highly reactionary and pseudo-sacred. 
From a historico-philosophical point of view, the shift from a medieval, 
neo-Platonic hierarchy of regulative values and norms in the direction 
of the Kantian notion of autonomous reason, so that reason becomes 
focussed in the thinking subject as contemplation, occurred too rapidly, 
which would possibly explain the ambiguous relation between theory 
and praxis. Adorno considers this split between theory and praxis to be 
a tragic flaw of Western thinking, something which must be addressed, 
and whose mechanism has not yet been fully explored. At this point 
in the argument, Adorno claims that self-reflection (Selbstbesinnung) 
is a critically important function of the thinking subject, which serves 
to interrupt action which may be blindly directed outward. In this 
manner, Selbstbesinnung is related to the development of humaneness 
which may flourish once the problem of theory and  praxis, and also the 
prevalence of purely pragmatic Scheinpraxis have been reflected upon.
 For Adorno, praxis is also related to labour, although labour 
for him is not an emancipatory force as it was for the mature Marx. 
According to Adorno, praxis first arose from labour itself, since 
labour appears at the very origins of humankind, being necessary 
for survival and self-preservation. Consequently and to this very 
day,  praxis bears the stigmata of the “unfreedom” of its origins 
related to labour. Authenticity of the artwork and the creative act 
itself are both considered by Adorno to be a valid forms of critique 
of praxis as “unfreedom” (“Insofern ist Kunst Kritik von Praxis als 
Unfreiheit; damit hebt ihre Wahrheit an.”). Adorno concludes §2 
with the statement that the task of theory as a kind of doing (Denken 
als Tun) may also be considered an authentic guarantor of freedom 
in the midst of unfreedom (“Das nicht Bornierte wird von Theorie 
vertreten. Trotz all ihrer Unfreiheit ist sie im Unfreien Statthalter der 
Freiheit”). This status is primarily given due to the value placed on 
self-reflection (Selbstbesinnung), which Adorno believes is at the heart 
of thinking itself. In his work: Negative Dialectics, Adorno considered 
Nietzsche to have performed a liberating act by his own affirmation of 
Selbstbesinnung, considering this to have been a “true turning point of 
Western thought, merely usurped by others later who were not able to 
put such mysteries into words. A mind that discards ‘rationalisation’—
its own spell—ceases by its self-reflection to be the radical evil that irks 

1913/1916.
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it in another.”41

 In §2, Adorno launches his harsh criticism of “actionism”. 
Without being aware of the particular historical context in which the 
Marginalien zu Theorie und Praxis were written, it would be difficult 
to understand Adorno’s quasi-obsession throughout this section and 
subsequent sections of the essay with the topic, and which serves to 
target and to unmask the various tactics and strategies of the actionists. 
Shortly stated, Adorno felt deeply hurt and humiliated by the so-called 
“Busen-Aktion” perpetrated by actionists during a break in a student 
lecture he was delivering in the month of April 1969. This was not an 
isolated incident, since many of his previous lectures had also been 
interrupted by hecklers. Habermas as well, had been targeted42. In the 
Spiegel-interview with Adorno dated 05.05.1969, he claimed that he did 
not feel that his own person nor his lecture material were necessarily 
being targeted by the actionists; but rather, since his lecture audience 
was quite large, his Vorlesung was being utilised as an actionist forum: 
“Eine Vorlesung wie die meine, die von etwa 1000 Leuten besucht 
wird, ist selbstverständlich ein herrliches Forum für Propaganda der 
Tat.”43

 In §3, Adorno gives an overview of the notion of praxis in both 
Kantian and Hegelian thought. For Adorno, the Kantian individual was 
considered to be the substrate of correct and “radically reasonable” 
action, and the subject of action was therefore this individuated 
singular person, as in Kant’s proclamation in his article:Beantwortung 
der Frage: Was ist Aufklärung?: “Sapere aude! Habe Mut, dich deines 
eigenen Verstandes zu bedienen!” Kant’s moral philosophy located 
in the individuated single person is then contrasted with Hegel’s 
Rechtsphilosophie, where the political extension of praxis represses the 
Kantian focus on the particular/individual in favour of the universal. 
Adorno claims that the juxtaposition of Kantian moral philosophy and 
Hegelian Rechtsphilosophie exists in a dialectical mode for the bourgeois 
consciousness of praxis itself—and essentially, reveals a genuine 
tension between the particular and the universal. The only way 
this tension can be alleviated is by “reasoned analysis” (vernünftige 
Analyse), which is not tied to any one particular situation, but is able to 

41  Adorno, Negative Dialectics, 23.
42  see Demm, S. “Die Busen-Aktion  gegen Adorno”: succinctly stated, Adorno was surrounded 

by several  “female-flashers” during the break in his lecture in front of a large audience of 
students and auditors, and this much to their delight...and Adorno’s embarassment.

43  Der Spiegel,  208.
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reason beyond the givens of a particular situation. According to Adorno, 
this process of autonomisation is necessary for the proper establishment 
of theory. In this manner, theory becomes a force which may be 
transformative.
  Adorno claims that the unity of theory and practice may 
indeed prove to be valuable, making reference here to Marx’s 
often-cited 11th Thesis on Feuerbach: “The philosophers have merely 
interpreted the world [...], the point, however, is to change it.”. On 
the other hand, Adorno claims that this proposed unity of theory and 
praxis is more often than not merely dogmatic, although it may spring 
up spontaneously in the “Was tun?” dilemma of a particular moment in 
history, appearing with greater or lesser urgency. Adorno states that it 
is on “the nodal points and fractures of historical development [that] 
reflection and action may ignite; but even then, the two are not one” 
(Adorno/Pickford, 265) 

An Knotenpunkten, Bruchstellen der Entwicklung mögen Reflexion 
und Handlung zünden; selbst dann jedoch sind beide nicht eins.

 Adorno notes here that the fundamental non-unity of theory 
and praxis should be recognised, and that while theory is first claimed 
in §1 to be a “form of praxis” (Gestalt von Praxis), the understanding of 
their non-unity is critically important. The mathematical tropes which 
Adorno employs here (nodal point/fracture) harmonise well with Walter 
Benjamin’s evocation of tangentiality in the latter’s essay  The Task of the 
Translator (Die Aufgabe des Übersetzers), in which the tangential point of 
intersection of the line with the closed circle is invoked as a metaphor 
of the fleeting moment in which transformation may occur: 

Wie die Tangente den Kreis flüchtig und nur in einem Punkte berührt 
und wie ihr wohl diese Berührung, nicht aber der Punkt, das Gesetz 
vorschreibt, nach dem sie weiter ins Unendliche ihre gerade Bahn 
zieht, [...].”44 

 Benjamin’s metaphor praises the fleeting moment in which 
radical change may take place: when reified forms of thinking of 
the ewigen Gleichen come in contact with vectorial and more creative 
thinking as self-reflection, the importance of the historical moment 

44  Benjamin “Die Aufgabe des Übersetzers”, 62-63.
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cannot be discounted. Both Benjamin and Adorno are concerned with 
the realisation of a potentiality—and in Adorno’s case, a moment where 
self-reflection as creative act may permit significant or even radical 
change. At those points (nodes or fractures) where the “magic circle” of 
reified thinking exhibits discontinuities, flaws or weaknesses, is there 
where critical and self-reflective thinking may possibly reveal harmful, 
even useless modes of expression.
 Adorno discusses spontaneity in its negative (noxious) 
mode of appearance, where paranoia and collective delusion may 
spontaneously spring up in any given historical moment, and where 
theory as self-reflection is totally absent or impotent. More positively, 
spontaneity is considered by the author to be a vital force which 
“should attach itself to the vulnerable places of rigidified reality, 
where the ruptures caused by the pressure of rigidification appear 
externally.” (Adorno/Pickford, 266) Adorno is promoting philosophical 
structuralism which can examine reified social structures, institutions 
and thinking patterns, given the fact that these rigidified forms 
themselves bear the marks of their own demise, and are also able to 
reveal possible sites where transformation may occur. That a vulnerable 
place in an ossified manifestation of reality may be revealed is also 
the hope (Hoffnung) that positive change can take place45. Adorno’s 
concept of revelation (Offenbarung) and redemption is linked to this 
belief that transformation may occur, and is directed forward in time. 
In other words, there exists the hope that the various Bruchstellen 
in reified closed-systems may become apparent, and this in spite of 
the reactionary forces of self-interest working to repair or patch up the 
breaks. A similar idea is expressed in Adorno’s Notes on Kafka in which 
he states the following: “It is only because of the pure inexorability [of 
philosophical systems] that whatever slips through their net becomes 
a mortal enemy, just as the mythical queen cannot rest while there is 
still someone, far beyond the mountains, the child of the fairytale, who 
is more beautiful than she. There is no system without its residue.”46 
This is Theodor Adorno’s hope.

45  see also Adorno’s Minima Moralia, Nr.153: “Perspectiven müssten hergestellt werden, in 
denen die Welt ähnlich sich versetzt, verfremdet, ihre Risse und Schründe offenbart, wie sie 
einmal als bedürftig und entstellt im Messianischen Lichte daliegen wird.”, 283, my italics.

46  Adorno, Notes on Kafka, 257.
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2. The importance of Selbstbesinnung
In the Spiegel-interview, Adorno claimed that he would not rule out 
praxis if the reason for taking action was indeed “transparent”. He 
added that it was legitimate and correct that students took part in the 
demonstrations against the proposed Emergency Act of the coalition 
government (Notstandsgesetze), and that the investigation initiated by 
students in Berlin concerning the murder of Benno Ohnesorg would 
never have entered into public conscience (öffentliches Bewusstsein) 
without student intervention. This was indeed a form of legitimate and 
constructive action, according to Adorno. On the other hand, Adorno 
claimed that he was unwilling to support the Studentenbewegung which 
was denigrating the university system (invasion of offices, mockery of 
its customs and practices, etc), adding that he was categorically opposed 
to the use of violence to promote social change:

Zum anderen habe ich allerdings gegen jede Anwendung von Gewalt 
die schwerste Vorbehalte...Ich kann mir eine sinnvolle verändernde 
Praxis nur als gewaltlose Praxis vorstellen.47

 In reaction to this statement,  the Spiegel-interviewers posed 
the following question: “Auch unter einer faschistischen Diktatur?” 
(“In a fascist regime, as well?”). In §12 of the Marginalien, Adorno 
deals with this particular question: the “now or never” situation. He 
first claims that there is a definite coldness or indifference toward the 
suffering of others which is built into the bourgeois system, and that 
“whoever imagines that as a product of this society he is free of the 
bourgeois coldness harbours illusions about himself as much as about 
the world; without such coldness one could not live.” (Adorno/Pickford, 
274) But he then modifies this statement by claiming that heroic act, 
which he considers not unrelated to the Kantian concept of good-will 
centred in the individual, may indeed, under certain circumstances, be 
a legitimate form of praxis. As an example of this, Adorno considered 
that the Stauffenberg conspiracy and the Hitler assassination attempt 
of July 20 to be a legitimate form of violence, and one whose practical 
consequences would be transparent, possible and even admirable. The 
kind of actionism of the Studentenbewegung which he reviled were such 
happenings which “muddle aesthetic semblance and reality.” (Adorno/
Pickford, 275)  Adorno’s remark about the “muddling of aesthetic 

47  Der Spiegel, 206.
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semblance and reality” as it relates to the use of violence as a means to 
an end is insightful, and considering the nature of the société du spectacle 
of the 1960s, the German writer Heinrich Böll also participated in a 
similar kind of reflection upon society. We see this in the comment 
made by the narrator as voice-off in Böll’s novel Die verlorene Ehre der 
Katharina Blum (1974). After Katharina’s murder of the conservative 
and trashy newspaper journalist Tötges dressed in his sheikh costume, 
the narrator describes in a most dispassionate manner the “scene of the 
crime” in the following manner:

Vielleicht sollte man lediglich auf gewisse Farbeffekte hinweisen: der 
erschossene Tötges trug ein improvisiertes Scheichkostüm, das aus 
einem schon recht verschlissenen Bettuch zurechtgeschneidert war, und 
jedermann weiß doch, was viel rotes Blut auf viel Weiß anrichten 
kann, da wird eine Pistole notwendigerweise fast zur Spritzpistole, 
and da es sich im Falle des Kostüms ja um Leinwand handelt, liegen 
hier moderne Malerei und Bühnenbild näher als Dränage.48

 
 In the Spiegel-interview with Adorno, very provocative 
questions had been formulated by the interviewers, with a similar 
mocking style which had previously been employed in a Spiegel-
interview with the philosopher Martin Heidegger in the mid-sixties. 
Adorno was likely aware of this interview, and appears to be well 
prepared for the mocking tone of the journalists. On reading the 
Spiegel-interview with Adorno, one senses the provocative nature of 
their sensationalist yet slogan-like drilling in their use of expressions 
such as: “Wissenschaft im Elfenbeinturm also?”, or “kritische 
Ohnmacht”, or “also wieder nur Theorie?49”. Upon reading the 
Marginalien, and especially the last two sections of this essay which 
deal with the importance and relevance of theory, one feels that these 
particular sections of the essay serve as “margin notes” – not scribbled 
in the margin of a philosophical text being critiqued – but  rather 
marginalia of an inquisition set up by interviewers whose journalistic 
(and sensationalist) tactics attempted to reduce his person and his 

48  Böll, Die verlorene Ehre der Katharina Blum, 10: “Perhaps one should simply point out certain 
colour effects: Tötges who was shot, was wearing an improvised sheikh costume, which was 
cut from a well-worn bedsheet: and everyone knows what a lot of red blood on a lot of white 
can do; a gun becomes subsequently almost a spraygun, and since in this case the costume is 
indeed a canvas—one is closer to contemporary painting and stage decoration than drainage.”

49  Translation: “Knowledge in an ivory tower, then?/critical helplessness/just “theory” again?”
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philosophical thinking to the level of a clown-like Professor Unrat50. 
Sections 13-14 of the Marginalien are extremely dense and a brilliant 
exposé of the importance of Critical Theory. In telegraphic style, these 
two sections are not only a reiteration of the fundamentals of negative 
dialectics, the evils of positivism and pragmatic thinking, the aufgeklärte 
Einstellung as the tragedy and failure of Western thinking, but also a 
critical and positive re-evaluation of Kantian theory with a particular 
interest in the concept of spirit (Geist), perhaps even an éloge of the 
emancipation of the spirit tinged with Nietzchean endlessness. In 
§13, Adorno attacks sociologists whose form of “suspicion of ideology” 
(Ideologieverdacht) is not being used in order to possibly unmask the 
untruth of ideologies. Rather, it is their reversal of it, in the form of 
a rigid “ideology of suspicion” (Verdachtideologie) which  reflects a 
“petit bourgeois disdain for all spirit because it is allegedly conditioned 
by interests motivated by their scepticism, which become projected 
onto spirit.” (Adorno/Pickford, 276) Adorno criticises the generation 
of sociologists who attacked his own position promoting theory and 
its necessary disassociation from praxis. Intellectuals busy with the 
“Frage nach dem Was tun?” of  the 1960s, are deemed by Adorno to 
have often employed highly aggressive measures in order to increase 
social awareness, and that with a definite disregard for theory. Adorno 
states in this context: “Nirgendwo ist der Obskurantismus jüngster 
Theoriefeindschaft so flagrant. Sie erinnert an den Gestus des den Paß 
Abverlangens.” Embedded within this comment, one senses Adorno’s 
feeling of being personally targeted by the generation of  praxis 
believers, compounded with a personal memory of his experiences in 
Fascist Germany prior to emigration to the United States during the 
war years. Adorno, master of the art of the aphorism, now introduces 
a most elegant and powerful aphorism, evocative of a well-known 
etching by Goya, which criticises solidarity as a kind of pseudo-solidarity: 
“Schwache, Verängstige fühlen sich stark, wenn sie rennend sich an 
den Händen halten.”51

 In this section, Adorno muses that history can repeat itself—
the first instance being the “most deadly serious”, often bearing 
horrible consequences for humanity; while the second instance often 

50  reference to Josef von Sternberg’s 1929/30 film with Emil Jannings and Marlene Dietrich 
entitled: Der Blaue Engel based on Heinrich Mann’s 1905 novel Professor Unrat oder Das Ende 
eines Tyrannen.

51  “Weak and fearful people feel strong, when they can hold hands running.”, transl.
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but a farce. Thus Adorno criticises the actionists of the 1960s whose 
collective reason obliterates the “irreducibly individual reason which 
is considered to be obsolete and whose message has long since been 
refuted and laid to rest by the comrades’ superior wisdom.” (Adorno/
Pickford, 276) Adorno was no doubt turned-off by the student 
movement’s (as well as a large portion of the intelligensia—political, 
social and artistic) iconic adoration of Ho Chi Minh and Mao Zedong, 
to name but these two. He was also probably quite unimpressed by the 
students’ renaming the university in Frankfurt as Karl-Marx-Universität 
or the Studentenhaus which was given the name Che Guevara-Haus. 
 With the Marginalia comment: “...während man doch, 
um die Wahrheit zu erkennen, jener abdingbar individuierten 
Vernunft bedürfte...”, Adorno shows a remarkable agreement with 
Kant’s own advocacy of the critical importance of “Eigendenken”, 
located in the individuated self. One could argue that Adorno’s 
understanding of inalienable individualised reason is by no means that 
of radical individualism promoted by Nietzsche, but rather a form of 
individualised reason which emphasises authenticity and courage to 
unmask “die Unwahrheiten durch Erfahrung”. In conjunction with 
awareness (Aufmerksamkeit), authenticity is an important concept in 
Adorno’s Critical Theory as it relates to social and political critique, 
but also plays an important role in his theory of aesthetics and the 
evaluation of authenticity of the artwork.  
 During the Spiegel-interview, Adorno is constantly hounded 
by the interviewers, who insist that he must be shirking responsibility 
by not more actively supporting the students’ Marxist revolutionary 
movements. Adorno defends himself more adamantly toward the end 
of the Spiegel-article with the following comment:

Die Philosophie kann von sich aus keine unmittelbaren Massnahmen 
oder Änderungen empfehlen. Sie ändert gerade, indem sie Theorie 
bleibt. Ich meine, man sollte doch einmal die Frage stellen, ob es nicht 
auch eine Form des Sich-Widersetzens ist, wenn ein Mensch die Dinge 
denkt und schreibt, wie ich sie schreibe.52

 As Hannah Arendt remarks in the second part of The Origins 
of Totalitarianism, within the private sphere one can do whatever one 
pleases (since nobody really cares...); rather, it is in the public sphere 

52  Spiegel, 209. Adorno states here that the act of thinking and also the act of writing are 
powerful forms of resistance.
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that a platform for opinion in light of shared community gives one the 
right and duty to express one’s own opinion53. Selbstbesinnung which is 
fundamental to Adorno’s Critical Theory enters the public sphere in 
the form of the published text, so that what one thinks and what one 
writes may serve as a form of resistance, promote public awareness 
and facilitate social change. On this point, Adorno harmonises well 
with Kant who recognised the power of publicly-expressed opinion, 
whereby personal opinion within an open community has considerable 
value, and as Kant famously stated: “[der] Gelehrter, der durch 
Schriften zum eigentlichen Publikum, nämlich der Welt, spricht [...]”54

 In the final section of the essay, Adorno deals with Marx’s 
own belief in the unity of theory and practice. In spite of this, Adorno 
notes that upon close reading of Marx’s mature writings, one senses 
Marx’s ultimate distancing from the Internationale, as well as a later 
position which does not overtly promote action. Adorno accuses 
the 60s-generation of Marxist actionists cum ideologists of not really 
knowing their Marx. He attacks Marxist actionists whom he considers 
to be obsessed with the problem of “Was tun?” and for whom theory 
is too abstract. In this manner, Adorno defends himself against the 
so-called “Elfenbeinturm Mentalität” which was forced upon him in the 
Spiegel-interview, showing himself to be a very outspoken adversary of 
Marxist actionist policies of the period. Before the onset of the student 
uprisings in Germany  in the mid-60s, Adorno stated that he had hoped 
that the “Nach-Täter-Generation” would be able to forge ahead with a 
new sense of political and democratic maturity. He had also hoped that 
the postwar generation would be able to participate in his own project 
of identifying the fractures and weaknesses apparent in the closed-
system bourgeois society—a society manifesting ressentiment, collective 
delusion, and a world alienated from nature itself, considered to be 
voiceless: “die stumme Magie der Natur55”, to employ an expression by 
Walter Benjamin.
 Adorno died some six months after the tumultuous events of 
the year. The storming of the Institut für Sozialforschung by students 
was surely difficult in itself, but made worse due to the double-bind 
he must have felt, since he had to testify in court as a witness before 
the Frankfurter Landgericht against one of his former students who was 

53  Arendt, 176.
54  Kant, 14.
55  Benjamin, Über Sprache überhaupt und über die Sprache des Menschen, 41.
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particularly involved in the storming of the Institute. The fifth section 
of the Marginalien zu Theorie und Praxis is one of the fourteen sections of 
this text which is quite different in spirit from ones discussed above. It 
is not unlikely that the complete Marginalien essay is a composite text, 
made up of fragments which range over a broader period of time than 
the period associated with the political upheaval and student revolt of 
May ‘68. The fifth section is somewhat lyrical, even pastoral in nature, 
employing a historical approach to the question of the “infinitely 
progressive aspect of the separation of theory and practice” (Adorno/
Pickford, 266), commenting here on Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s 
Politics. Adorno places particular emphasis on Aristotle’s theory of virtue 
which, he claims: “öffnete auch den Horizont seliger Betrachtung: selig, 
weil sie dem Ausüben und Erleiden von Gewalt entronnen wäre.” 
Earlier on in the same section, Adorno looks to Nietzsche’s Also sprach 
Zarathustra, noting here the Nietzschean sage Zarathustra’s ability to 
live without material labour, taking pleasure in his Spirit (though an 
unjust privilege, Adorno adds). It is clear that both the philosophical 
thinking of Kant and Hegel were fundamentally important for Adorno’s 
Critical Theory, but Nietzschean thought also appears at important 
moments in his writings, often serving as a beacon of light for Adorno’s 
own particular “task of the thinker”. I would argue that the sage 
Zarathustra appears here in a most significant manner in section 5 of 
the Marginalia, and perhaps even as a premonition to Adorno’s own 
final ascent to the mountains at Zermatt, Switzerland in the month of 
August 1969. Quoting from the Preface of Nietzsche’s Zarathustra:

Als Zarathusta dreissig Jahr alt war, verließ er seine Heimat und 
den See seiner Heimat und ging in das Gebirge. Hier genoß er seines 
Geistes und seiner Einsamkeit und wurde dessen zehn Jahr nicht 
müde.56
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