




Dialectical Materialist Methodologies: Purposes, Procedures and Approaches to 

Empirical Research 

What is the purpose of dialectical materialist methodologies? A preliminary answer to this 

question is summarized by Zanetti (2003), paraphrasing Herbert Marcuse: the overall purpose 

of dialectical thought ñis to break down the self-assurance and self-contentment of common 

sense, to undermine the sinister confidence in the power and language of factsò (p. 262). This is 

an aspiration based on the realization of the inherently contradictory, material and relational 

nature of reality, responding to which dialectical materialist philosophy offers methodologies for 

treating complexity and perpetual change. Speaking to each of these elements, Ollman offers 

further clarification:  

 

No one will deny, of course, that everything in society is related in some way and that 

the whole of this is changing, again in some way and at some pace. Yet, most people try 

to make sense of what is going on by viewing one part of society at a time, isolating and 





racialized, classed and so on). Particularly noteworthy for us here are Ollmanôs discussions of 

level of generality and contradiction; matters I will 





In this regard, I argue that Adornoôs ónegative dialecticsô serves a special function. This function 

is based on its argument for the inherent relationship between empirical social sciences and 

dialectical materialism which he takes pains to draw out. As Adorno writes (of himself) in the 

preface to Negative Dialectics (1973), ñStringently to transcend the official separation of pure 

philosophy and the substantive or formally scientific realm was one of his determining motivesò 

(p.xx). It is equally important to note however that in this work (written originally in 1954 on the 

heels of the emergence into public consciousness of the Holocaust) Adorno was likewise 

motivated by the concern to understand the persistent failures of societies as much, if not more 

so, than he was interested to understand societiesô progressive transformations. The two 

motives converged. Out of this convergence appeared his desire to take more seriously than 

virtually any previous dialectician, including Hegel and Marx, the empirical minutiae of the 

particular, the heterogeneous and the variant as definitive dimensions of both positive and 

negative change.  

The starting point of Adornoôs negative dialectics is a reconsideration of the relevance of the 

principle of ónon-identityô (the irreducibility of things to our identifications of them) which he 

draws on in constructive criticism of Hegelôs tendencies toward ópositive dialecticsô: i.e., the 

tendency of Hegel to assertðagainst his own apparatusðthe predominance of a positive 

synthesis (a ónegation of a negationô leading to a positive transformation). While Adorno admits 

the dynamics of identification and positive synthesis as features of our worldsðwhether it is 

within the most fundamental process of thought (i.e. óto think is to identifyô), or as within the very 

fabric of capitalist work, economy and society [i.e. capitalist value defined by the process of 

making equivalence (exchange-value) out of what is always unique, non-identical and singular 

(use-value)]ðhe nevertheless singles out the matter of the ónon-identity of identityô, as he 

phrases it, as a central point of departure.  

 

Building on this is Adornoôs privileging of a much more fluid notion of óconstellationsô over 

ósystemsô as such. For him this is a loaded distinction, and in turn we again find his emphasis of 

analysis over tendency toward (premature/positive) synthesis. The result is a special role for 

negative dialectics in generating a deeper understanding and applications of dialectical-

empirical methodologies. For us in this paper, this is an issue that bears specifically and heavily 

on the prospect of more effective dialectical appreciations of topics such as work, learning and 

consciousness 

inerectics 







image of unit possessing ñall the basic characteristics of the wholeò even as it admits that such a 

unit is an essential aspect of analysis. The claim here is that researchers must grapple mightily 

with, as Adorno put it, the ñan un-dialectical structure in which all dialectics takes place.ò (1973, 

p.174). And thus, I argue it is through this type of negative dialectical sensitivity that we permit 

ourselves to appreciate the meaning of Adornoôs concern for the ñnon-identity of identityò, or 

rather the import of heterogeneity, difference, variation and particularity that ultimately informs 

claims regarding not what must or should take place but the complexity of what does. 

 

In the sometimes vexing phrasings and slippery terminologies of dialectics, I argue, we may yet 

discover combinations that can unlock analyses that resist less subtle means. Understanding 

them is worth the challenges they impose. Indeed, the concept of mind
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