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reworking: The social and historical voices populating language, all its words
and all its formis, which provide language with its particular concrete con-
ceptualizations, are organized in.the novel into a structured stylistic system
that expresses the differentiated socio- 1deolog1cal posmon of the author amid
the heteroglossia of his epoch. L
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In a celebrated aphonsm the German phxlosopher -and social eritic Theodor Wlesen-
grund - Adotrno proclaimed ‘that “To write poétry after Auschwitz:is barbaric.” This
terse and- austere statement encapsulates Adorno’s bitterly melancholic undérstand-
ing .of modern- art and society, which.he. often expressed.in his highly irifluential
writings on music, sociology,’and aesthetics. For Adorno, as for some other members
of the celebrated Institute for Social Research, the production of consumable, stylized
mass art is complicit with a dlsmterested view of society that permits social atrocities
such as Nazi concentration camps and genocide to go. unchecked. The production
of such art is also complicit with what Adorno and his fellow German social critic
Max Horkheimer called the “culture industry,” meaning the constellation of enter-
tainmient businesses that produce film, television, radio, magaziies, and popular
music—all phenomena created by mass technology in which the lines between art,
advertising, and propaganda blur. In this wotld of manipulation and carefree amuse-
ment; mass-art serves the status quo. As Adorno would assert on many occasions,
the only legitimate form of art that can do some justice to the immense suffering in
the world is the autonomous art of modernism, which, through its apparent-detach-
ment from reality, critiques the world as it is, holding up:the.promise of a better
future. :

Adorno was born in Frankfurt .am Main to a wealthy and ass1m1]ated Jewnsh wine
merchant, Oskar Wlesengrund .and his Catholic wife, Maria Calvelll-Adomo, whose
last name Adorno may have assuméd because he flirted with einbracing his mother’s
faith. An important influence 6h Adorno's intellectual development ‘was his training
in music, particularly because in the 1920s it enabled him to meet and study with
famous Viennese expressionist composérs, such as Arnold Schoenberg and his dis-
ciples Alban Berg and Anton Webern. The ‘atonal compositions of Schoenberg
inspired Adorno, providing him with models for the unsystematic methodology of his
critical work in philosophy, sociology, and aesthetics and for what art in the modern
world should be, Another formative contemporary influence on Adorno was the noted
film critic and social theorist Siegfried Kracauer, who introduced him to earlier
German philosophy. As an anti-idealist who would become well-known for his
groundbreaking sociological analyses of popular culture, Kracauer taught Adorno how
to read the works of IMMANUEL KANT as symptomatic historical and social documents,
which is how Adorno would later read mass art and the autonomous artworks of
modernism.

At the University of Frankfurt in the 1920s, Kracauer mtroduced Adorno to WALTER
BENJAMIN, who was also interested in sociological analyses of contemporary culture.
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Adorno was particularly taken with Benjamin’s Origin of German Tragic Drama
(1928), whose reflections on antisystematic philosophy helped Adorno develop his
“atonal” philosophy, which, as he would explain in his Negative Dialectics (1966),
avoids fixed concepts, much as modernist autonomous art shuns any kind of didactic
or affirmative statements. With the help of Benjamin -and Kracauer, Adorno’s circle
of associates later widened to include Ernst Bloch, whom Adorno regarded as the
leading philosopher of expressionism, and Bertolt Brecht, the foremost Marxist dram-
atist. During this time Adorno began studying various materialist approaches to cul-
ture, falling under the influence of unorthodox Marxian texts such as Bloch’s Spirit
of Utopia (1918) and GYORGY LUKACS's History and Class Consciousness (1922).

Bloch'’s utopian notion of art influenced Adorno’s understanding of autonomous art,

and Lukdcs’s conception of reification informed his theory of the “mass deception”

wrought by the modern culture industry..

At the University of Frankfurt, Adorno also met Max Horkhelmer -a member of the
now famous interdisciplinary Institute for Social Research (the so-called Frankfurt
School), which was founded in 1924 and concerned initially with Marxist political
economy,labor-movement history, and Marx-Engels scholarship. Born near Stuttgart
to an upwardly mobile Jewish family, Horkheimer as a'young man resisted his father’s
plans for him to run the family textile business because he could not accept the
exploitatian of labor on which it was based. After World War I, Horkheimer began
his studies iti Munjch and then moved to the University of Frankfurt, which offered
an exciting environment for those interested in social philosophy. He studied with
the neo-Kantian philosopher Hans Cornelius, submitted his Habilitationsschrift (dis-
sertation) in 1925, and became a regular lecturer in the history of philosophy. Like
Adorno, Horkheimer moved away from idealist philosophy . and its unhistorical
approaches to Marxist materialist views. When Horkheimer assumed the directorship
of the institute in 1930, he shifted its focus to cultural studies and so-called Critical
Theory, a term he coined for the emerging mode of theoretical and empirical social
analyses of modern culture typical of Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and other members
of the Frankfurt School. »

Through his relationship with Horkheimer, Adorno would publish in the institute’s
journal, become a member in 1938, and ultimately succeed Horkheimer as director
in 1964. Even more important, in the mid-1930s Horkheimer invited Adorno to Amer-
ica to do sociological work for the institute, which had been forced to relocate after
being closed by the Nazis in 1933. Adorno himself had been denied the right to teach
at the univetsity level because he was Jewish. Consegueritly, in 1938 Adorno accepted
Horkheimer’s invitatiott and moved to New York and then, in 1941, to Los Angeles.
There Adorrio and ‘Horkheimer collaborated on Dialectic of Enltghtenment (15%7),
their major critique of modern culture, in which they irtertogate the notion that the
Western world has been progressing since the Enlightetiment. In this dense polemical
work, they claim that the modern West has not fulfilled the utopian promise of the
Enlightenment, becoming instead a rationalizeéd, administered world that dominates
individuals through instrumental reason, monopoly capitalism, and political totali-
tarianism.

Appearing as a long chapter in Adorno and Horkhetmer’s Dialectio of Enlighten-
ment, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception” argues that the
administered modern world is sustained in part by technologically reproduced mass
art. In contrast to Benjamin, who on occasion was optimistic about the emancipatory
potential of mass art, Adorno and Horkheimer contend that the culture industry
serves the totalitarian impulses of modern capitalist society, not least because the
interests of leading broadcasting firms, publishing companies, ahd motion picture
studios are economically interwoven with those of all other capitalist industries. In
its attempt to produce and reproduce the social relations of a homogenized society,
the culture industry contributes to the liquidation of the individual and the mainte-
nance of the status quo. It transforms art into commodities and people into compla-
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cent consumers, depicting a “realistic” world that is really no more than a combination
of stereotypes, advertising, and propaganda.

The culture industry, moreover, helps create a state of mind in which people’s
desires for pleasure and happiness are activated but deferred in endless entertain-
ment. It inculcates resignation, habituating consumers to the everyday drudgery of
the modern world. It does not “sublimate” the desire for happiness by providing com-
pensatory entertainment for the life of regimentation but instead “represses” the
desire for happiness, depicting the modern world in a degraded tragedy of “realistic”
characters who accept the inexorable order of things. In this way the culture industry
manages the psyche of its consumers, a line of thought that weds Marxian and Freud-
ian insights—a combination often first credited to the Frankfurt School.

After World War II, Adorno and Horkheimer returned to Germany and reestab-
lished the Institute for Social Research at the University of Frankfurt, where they
also assumed professorships. Horkheimer eventually became rector of the university,
serving from 1951 to 1953. During the 1960s, as he completed Negative Dialectics
and addressed timely sociological issues, Adorno worked on a monumental and never-
completed study, Aesthetic Theory, which was posthumously published in 1970. In
numerous published writings before his death, Adorno propounded his views on the
autonomous art of modernism, praising such writers as Samuel Beckett and Franz
Kafka, whose difficult works he viewed as specific responses to the historical and
social conditions of modernity. For Adorno, modern art resists the self-evidence of
empirical reality, lends suffering a voice, and acknowledges a better future to come.
In the 1960s Adorno saw his Marxist utopian position on art and his melancholic
“mandarin” view of mass culture criticized by German student activists who demon-
strated against him, questioned his Marxist credentials, and charged him with political
quietism. While his work on the culture industry accurately portrays tendencies pres-
ent in mid-twentieth-century Western societies, many theorists would‘!ater find it
losing some of its point toward the close of the century, when social disaggregation
and niche marketing came to characterize mass societies. But even so, Adorno still
serves as a forerunner for critics concerned with the politics of popular culture and
the prospects for cultural studies. :
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From Dialectic of Enlightenment!

From The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as
Mass Deception

The sociological theory that the loss of the support of objectively established
religion, the dissolution of the last remnants of precapitalism, together with
technological and social differentiation or specialization, have led to cultura}
chaos is disproved every day; for culture now impresses the same stamp on
everything. Films, radio and magazines make up a system which is uniform
as a whole and in every part. Even the aesthetic activities of political oppo-
sites are one in their enthusiastic obedience to the rhythm of the iron system.
The decorative industrial management buildings and exhibition centers in
authoritarian countries are much the same as anywhere else. The huge
gleaming towers that shoot up everywhere are outward signs of the ingenious
planning of international concerns, toward which the unleashed entrepre-
neurial system (whose monuments are a mass of gloomy houses and business
premises in grimy, spiritless cities) was already hastening. Even now the older
houses just outside the concrete city centers look like slums, and the new
bungalows on the outskirts are at one with the flimsy structures of world
fairs in their praise of technical progress and their built-in demand to be

1. Translated by John Cumming.
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discarded after a short while liké émpty food cans. Yet the city housing proj-
ects designed to perpetuate the individual as a supposedly independent unit
in a small hygienic¢ dWellmg friake him all thé more: stubservient to his adver-
sary—the absolute power of capltahSm‘ ‘Because the inhabltahts as produc-
ers 'and as consumers, are drawn into the ‘centér . in search of work and
pleasure, all the lwmg umts crysfalllze into well- orgamzed complexes. The
striking unity, of microcosm.and macrocosm presents men with a model of
their culture: the false identity of the general and the partlcular Under
monopoly all mass culture is identical, and the lines of its artificial framework
begin to show through. The people at the top are no longer so interested in
concealing monopoly: as its violence becomes more'bpen;$0-its power grows.
Movies and ‘radio need no lon‘ger'ptetend to be art: The truth-that they are
just business-is made into an ideology ini order to justify the:tubbish they
deliberately produce They cill thémselves industries; and when their direc-
tors’ incomes are published, any doubt about the social utillty of the finished
products is removed.

_ Interested parties explam the culture 1ndustry in technologlcal terms. It is
alleged that because millions participate in it, certain reproduction processes
are necessary that inevitably require identical needs in innumerable places
to be satisfied with identical goods. The technical contrast between the few
prodiiction centers and the large ritmber of: widely dispersed consumption
points is said -tc demand orgdnizationn and plahning by mandgement. Fur-
thermore, it is claimed that standards were based in the fifst place on con-
sumers’ needs, and for that reason were accepted with so little resistance.
Theé result is the ‘circle of mampulatlon and retroadtive need in which the
unity of the system grows ever stronger. No mention is made of the fact that
the basis on which technology acquires power over society is the power of
those whose economic hold over society is greatest. A technological rationale
is the rationale of domination itself. It is the coercive nature of society alien-
ated from itself.- Automobiles,. bombs, and movies ‘keep the whole thing
together until their leveling element.shows its strength in the very wrong
which it furthered. It has made the technology of the culture industry no
more than the athievement of staridardizhation and mass prodiiction, sacri-
ﬁcmg whatever involved a distinction betweer the logic 'of the work and that
of the social system. This is the result not of d law of movémnient in technology
as such but of its function in today’s economy. The need which might resist
central control has already been stippressed by the control of the individual
consciousness. The stép from the telephone to the radio has clearly distin-
guished the roles. The former still allowed the Subscrlber to play the role of
subject, and was liberal. The latter is dermoctatic: it tiirns all participants
into listeners and authoritatively subjects them to broadcast programs which
are all exactly the same. No machinéry of rejoinder has been devised, and
private broadcasters are denied any fieedom. They are confined to the apoc-
ryphal field of the “amateur,” and also have to accept’organization from
above. But any trace of spontaneity from the public ‘in official broadcasting
is controlled and absorbed by talent scouts, studio competitions and official
programs of every kind selected by professionals. Talented performers belong
to the industry long before it displays them; otherwise they would not be so
eager to fit in. The attitude of the public, which ostensibly and actually favors
the system of the culture industry, is a part of the system and not an excuse



DIALECTIC OF ENLIGHTENMENT / 1225

for it. If one branch of art follows the same formula as one with a very
different medium and content; if the dramatic intrigue of broadcast soap
operas becomes no more than useful material for showing how to master
technical problems at both ends of the scale of musical experience—real jazz
or a cheap imitation; or if a movement from a Beethoven symphony is crudely
“adapted” for a film sound-track in the same way as a Tolstoy novel is garbled
in a film script: then the claim that this is done to satisfy the spontaneous
wishes of the public is no more than hot air. We are closer to the facts if we
explain these phenomena as inherent in the technical and personnel appa-
ratus which, down to its last cog, itself forms part of the economic mecha-
nism of selection. In addition there is the agreement—or at least the
determination—of all executive authorities not to produce or sanction
anything that in any way differs from their own rules, their own ideas about
consumers, or above all themselves..

In our age the objective social tendency is incarnate in the hidden subjec-
tive purposes of company directors, the foremost among whom are in the
most powerful sectors of industry—steel, petroleum, electricity, and chem-
icals. Culture monopolies are weak and dependent in comparisor. They can-
not afford to neglect their appeasement of the real holders of power if their
sphere of activity in mass society (a spheré producing a specific type of com-
modity which anyhow is still too closely bound up with'easygoing liberalism
and Jewish intellectuals) is not to undergo a series of purges. The depen-
dence of the most powerful broadcasting company on the electrical industry,
or of the motion picture industry on the banks; is ¢characteristic of the whole
sphere, whose individual branches are themselves economically interwoven.
All are in such close contact that the extreme concentration of mental forces
allows demarcation lines between different firms and technical branches to
be ignored. The ruthless unity in the culture industry. is evidence of what
will happen in politics. Marked differentiations:such as those of A-and B
films, or of stories in magazines in differént price ranges, depend not'so much
on subject ‘matter as on classifying, organizing,:and ‘labeling:consumers.
Something is provided for all so that none may escape; the:distinctions are
emphasized and extended. The public is catered for with'a hierarchical range
of mass-produced -products of varying quadlity, thus advan¢ing the rule ‘of
complete quantification. Everybody must behave (as'if spontaneously) -
accordance with his previously determined and iridexed levél, and choose the
category of mass product turned out for his type. Constmers appear as sta-
tistics on research organization charts, and are-divided by income groups
into red, green, and blue areas; the technique is that used for any type of
propaganda. Cd

How formalized the procedure is can be seen when the mechanically dif-
ferentiated products prove to be all alike in the end. That the difference
between the Chrysler range and General Motors products is basically illusory
strikes every child with a keen interest in varieties. What connoisseurs dis-
cuss as good or bad points serve only to perpetuate the semblance of com-
petition and range of choice. The same applies to the Warner Brothers and
Metro Goldwyn Mayer productions. But even the differences between the
more expensive and cheaper models put out by the same firm steadily dimin-
ish: for automobiles, there are such differences as the number of cylinders,
cubic capacity, details of patented gadgets; and for films there are the num-
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ber of stars, the extravagant use of technology, labor, and equipment, and
the introduction of the latest psychological formulas. The universal criterion
of merit is the amount of “conspicuous production,” of blatant cash invest-
ment. The varying budgets in the culture industry do not bear the slightest
relation to factual values, to the meaning of the products themselves. Even
the technical media are relentlessly forced into uniformity. Television aims
at a synthesis of radio and film, and is held up only because the interested
parties have not yet reached agreement, but its consequences will be quite
enormous and promise to intensify the impoverishment of aesthetic matter
so drastically, that by tomorrow the thinly veiled identity of all industrial
culture products can come triumphantly out into the open, derisively fulfill-
ing the Wagnerian? dream of the Gesamtkunstwerk——the fusion of all the arts
in one work. The alliance of word, image, and music is all the more perfect
than in Tristan because the sensuous elements which all approvingly reflect
the surface of social reality are in principle embodied in the same technical
process, the unity of which becomes its distinctive content. This process
integrates all the elements of the production, from the novel (shaped with
an eye to the film) to the last sound effect. It is the triumph of invested
capital, whose title as absolute master is etched deep into the hearts of the
dispossessed in the employment line; it is the meaningful content of every
film, whatever plot the production team may have selected.

- = *

The whole world is made to pass through the filter of the culture industry.
The old experience of the movie-goer, who sees the world outside as an
extension of the film he has just left (because the latter is intent upon repro-
ducing the world of everyday perceptions), is now the producer’s guideline.
The more intensely and flawlessly his techniques duplicate empirical objects,
the easier it is today for the illusion to prevail that the outside world is the
straightforward continuation of that presented on the screen. This purpose
has been furthered by mechanical reproduction since the lightning takeover
by the sound film. _

Real life is becoming indistinguishable from the movies. The sound film,
far surpassing the theater of illusion, leaves no room for imagination or
reflection on the part of the audience, who is unable to respond within the
structure of the film, yet deviate from its precise detail without losing the
thread of the story; hence the film forces its victims to equate it directly with
reality. The stunting of the mass-media consumer’s powers of imagination
and spontaneity does not have to be traced back to any psychological mech-
anisms; he must ascribe the loss of those attributes to the objective nature
of the products themselves, especially to the most characteristic of them, the
sound film. They are so designed that quickness, powers of observation, and
experience are undeniably needed to apprehend them-at all; yet sustained
thought is out of the question if the spectator is not to miss the relentless
rush of facts. Even though the effort required for his response is semi-
automatic, no scope is left for the imagination. Those who are so absorbed
by the world of the movie—Dby its images, gestures, and words—that they
are unable to supply what really makes it a world, do not have to dwell on

2. Richard Wagner (1813-1883), German composer. His operas include Tristan und Isolde (1859).
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particular points of its mechanics during a screening. All the other films and
products of the entertainment industry which they have seen have taught
them what to expect; they react automatically. The might of industrial society
is lodged in men’s minds. The entertainments manufacturers know that their
products will be consumed with alertness even when the customer is dis-
traught, for each of them is a model of the huge economic machinery which
has always sustained the masses, whether at work or at leisure—which is
akin to work. From every sound film and every broadcast program the social
effect can be inferred which is exclusive to none but is shared by all alike.
The culture industry as a whole has molded men as a type unfailingly repro-
duced in every product. All the agents of this process, from the producer to
the women'’s clubs, take good care that the simple reproduction of this men-
tal state is not nuanced or extended in any way.

The art historians and guardians of culture who complain of the extinction
in the West of a basic style-determining power are wrong. The stereotyped
appropriation of everything, even the inchoate, for the purposes of mechan-
ical reproduction surpasses the rigor and general currency of any “real style,”
in the sense in which cultural cognoscenti celebrate the organic precapitalist
past. No Palestrina? could be more of a purist in eliminating every unpre-
pared and unresolved discord than the jazz arranger in suppressing any devel-
opment which does not conform to the jargon. When jazzing up Mozart he
changes him not only when he is too serious or too difficult but when he
harmonizes the melody in a different way, perhaps more simply, than is
customary now. No medieval builder can have scrutinized the subjects for
church windows and sculptures more suspiciously than the studio hierarchy
scrutinizes a work by Balzac or Hugo* before finally approving it. No medieval
theologian could have determined the degree of the torment to be suffered
by the damned in accordance with the ordo® of divine love more meticulously
than the producers of shoddy epics calculate the torture to be undergone by
the hero or the exact point to which the leading lady’s hemline shall be raised.
The explicit and implicit, exoteric and esoteric catalog of the forbidden and
tolerated is so extensive that it not only defines the area of freedom but is
all-powerful inside it. Everything down to the last detail is shaped accord-
ingly. Like its counterpart. avant-garde art, the entertaihment industry
determines its own language. down to its very syntax and vocabulary, by the
use of anathema.® The constant pressure to produce new effects (which must
conform to the old pattern) serves merely as another rule to increase the
power of the conventions when any single effect threatens to slip through
the net. Every detail is so firmly stamped with sameness that nothing can
appear which is not marked at birth, or does not meet with approval at first
sight.

™~ ne e

In the culture industry the notion of genuine style is seen to be the aes-
thetic equivalent of domination. Style considered as mere aesthetic regularity
is 2 romantic dream of the past. The unity of style not only of the Christian

3. Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (1525-1594), novelist.
Jtalian composer. 5. Order (Latin).
4. Victor Hugo (1802-1885), French poet and 6. A vigorous curse or denunciation, usually by an

novelist. Honoré de Balzac (1799—1850}, French ecclesiastical authority.
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Middle Ages but of the Renaissance expresses in each case the different
structure of social power; and not the obscure experience of -the oppressed
in which the general was enclosed. The great artists were never those who
embodied a wholly flawless and perfect style, but those who used style as a
way of hardening themselves against the chaotic expression of suffering, as
d negative truth: The style of their works gave, what was expressed that force
without. which .life. flows away unheard. Those:very art forms which are
kriown .as classical, such as Mozart’s musi¢, contain objective trends which
represent something different to the style which .they incarnate. As late as
Schénberg-and:Picasso,” the great artists have tetained a mistrust of style,
and at crucial poeints have.subordinated it to theilogic of the matter. ' What
Dadaists and. Expressionists? called the untruth of style as such-triumphs
today in the sung jargon of a crooner, in the carefully contrived elegance of
a film star, and even'in the admirable expertise:of a photograph of a peasant’s
squalid hut. Style represents a promise: in every work of art. That which is
expressed-is subsumed through:style into the dominant forms of generality,
into the lahguage of musicj painting; or words, in-the hope that.it will be
recoriciled thus with the idea of true generality. This.promise held.out by
the work of art that it will create truth by lending new shape to the conven-
tional social forms.is as necessary as.it is hypocritical. It-unconditionally
posits the real forms of lifé as it.is by suggesting that fulfillment lies in their
aesthetic derivativési ' To this extent the claim of art is always ideology-too.
However, only in this.confrontation with tridition of which style is the.record
can art express: suffering. -That..factor .in. a work of .art which enables it to
transcend. réality certainly' cannot-be detached: from style; but it does: not
tonsist. of the harmony actually realized, of any doubtful unity of form and
content; within-and.without, of- mdlvxdual and society; it is to be found in
those features in which discrepancy appears: in the necessary.failure of the
passionaté striving for identity: Instead of exposing.itself to this failure in
which the style of the great work of art has always achieved self-negation,
the inferior work Has always relied on its 51mllar1ty with. others—on a sur-
‘rogate identity.

In. the.culture mdustry this imitation ﬁnally becomes absolute. Havmg
ixzeased to be anything but'style, it reveals the latter’s secret: obedience to
he social hiérarchy: Today aesthetic barbarity completes what has threat-
ed the creations of the spirit since they were gathered together as culture
"A4d neutralized. To spedk of culture was always contrary to.culture. Culture
#ja common denominator already contains in embryo that schematization
atd process of cataloging and classification which bring culture. within the
spiere of administration.'And it is precisely the industrialized, the conse-
quent, subsumption which entirely accords with this notion of culture. By
subordinating in the same way and to the same end all areas of intellectual
creation, by occupying men’s senses from the time they leave the factory
stheevening to the time - they clock in again the next morning with matter
at-bears the impress of the labor process they themselves have to sustain
jfvighout the day, this subsumption mockingly satisfies the concept of a

€

@a\)‘lb Picasso (1881-1975), Spanish Cubist went beyond irpressionism by magnifying dark
Amold Schoenberg (187 ~1951), Aus- inner experiences. Dadaism, a precursor to surré-
ggﬁ\bo&é known for his expresdivristic ato- alism, {s an artistic movement that protested the
I Bi-deridl compositions (see fxrlowing note). insanity of World War I by demolishing the tenets
xpressionism is an artistic movement that of art, philosophy, and logic.
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unified culture which the philosophers of personality contrasted with mass
culture.

»w L] »

Nevertheless. the culture industry remains the entertainment business. Its
influence over the consumers is established by entertainment; that will ulti-
mately be broken not by an outright decree, but by the hostility inherent in
the principle of entertainment to what is greater than itself. Since all the
trends of the culture industry are profoundly embedded in the public by the
whole social process, they are encouraged by the survival of the market in
this area. Demand has not yet been replaced by simple obedience: As is well
known, the major reorganization of the film industry shortly before World
War I, the material prerequisite of its expansion, was precisely its deliberate
acceptance of the public’s needs as recorded at the box-office—a procedure
which was hardly thought necessary in the pioneering days of the screen.
The same opinion is held today by the captains of the film industry, who take
as their criterion the more or less phenomenal song hits but wisely never
have recourse to the judgment of truth, the opposite criterion. Business is
their ideology. It is quite correct that the power of the.culture industry resides
in its identification with a manufactured need, and 'not in simple eontrast to
it, even if this contrast were one of complete power and complete power-
lessness. Amusement under late capitalism is the prolongation of work. It is
sought after as an escape from the mechanized work process, and to récruit
strength in order to be able to cope with it again. But at the same time
mechanization has such power over a man's leisiire and happiness, and so
profoundly determines the manufacture of amusement goods, that his expe-
riences aré inevitably after-images of the work process itself. The ostensible
content is merely a faded foreground; what sinks in is the automatic succes-
sion of standardized operations. What happéns st work, in the factory, or in
the office can.only be escaped from by approximation to it in one’s leisure
time. All amusement suffers from this incurable malady. Pleasure hardens
into boredom because, if it is to remain pleasure, it must not demand . any
effort and therefore moves rigorously in the worn grooves of association. No
independent thinking must be expected from the audience: the productpre-
scribes every reaction: not by its natural structure (which collapses under
reflection), but by signals. Any logical connection calling for mental effort is
painstakingly avoided. As far as possible, develbpments must follow from the
immediately preceding situation and never from the idea of the whole. For
the attentive movie-goer any individual scene will give him the whole thing
Even the set pattern itself still seems dangerous, offering some meaning—
wretched as it might be—where only meaninglessness is acceptable. Often
the plot is maliciously deprived of the development demanded by characters
and matter according to the old pattern. Instead, the next step is what the
script writer takes to be the most striking effect in the particular situation.
Banal though elaborate surprise interrupts the story-line. The tendency mis-
chievously to: fall back on pure nonsense; which was a legitimate part of
popular art; farce and clowning, right up to Chaplin and the Marx Brothers,®

9. American comic actors: Chico (Leonard) (1901-1979). Charlie (Sir Charles Spencer)
(1887—1961), Harpo (Adolph) (1888-1964), Chaplin (1889-1977), English comic actor and
Groucho (Julius Henry) (1830-1977); Gummo producer.

(Milton) (1893-1977), and Zeppo (Herbert)
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is most obvious in the unpretentious kinds. This tendency has completely
asserted itself in the text of the novelty song, in the thriller movie, and in
cartoons, although in films starring Greer Garson and Bette Davis' the unity
of the socio-psychological case study provides something approximating a
claim to a consistent plot. The idea itself, together with the objects of comedy
and terror, is massacred and fragmented. Novelty songs have always existed
on a contempt for meaning which, as predecessors and successors of psy-
choanalysis, they reduce to the monotony of sexual symbolism. Today detec-
tive and adventure films no longer give the audience the opportunity to
experience the resolution. In the non-ironic varieties of the genre, it has also
to rest content with the simple horror of situations which have almast ceased
to be linked in any way.

= = =

This raises the question whether the culture industry fulfills the function
of diverting minds which it boasts about so loudly. If most of the radio sta-
tions and movie theaters were closed down, the consumers would probably
not lose so very much. To walk from the street into the movie theater is no
longer to enter a world of dream; as soon as the very existence of these
institutions no longer made it obligatory to use them, there would be no
great urge to do so. Such closures would not be reactionary machine wreck-
ing. The disappointment would be felt not so much by the enthusiasts as by
the slow-witted, who are the ones who suffer for everything anyhow. In spite
of the films which are intended to complete her integration, the housewife
finds in the darkness of the movie theater a place of refuge where she can
sit for a few hours with nobody watching, just as she used to look out of the
window when there were still homes and rest in the evening. The unem-
ployed in the great cities find coolness in summer and warmth in winter in
these temperature-controlled locations. Otherwise, despite its size, this
bloated pleasure apparatus adds no dignity to man’s lives. The idea of “fully
exploiting” available technical resources and the facilities for aesthetic mass
consumption is part of the economic system which refuses to exploit
resources to abolish hunger.

The culture industry perpetually cheats its consumers of what it perpet-
ually promises. The promissory note which, with its plots and staging, it
draws on pleasure is endlessly prolonged; the promise, which is actually all
the spectacle consists of, is illusory: all it actually confirms is that the real
point will never be reached, that the diner must be satisfied with the menu.
In front of the appetite stimulated by all those brilliant names and images
there is finally set no more than a commiendation of the depressing everyday
world it sought to escape. Of course works of art were not sexual exhibitions
either. However, by representing deprivation as negative, they retracted, as
it were, the prostitution of the impulse and rescued by mediation what was
denied. The secret of aesthetic sublimation is its representation of fulfillment
as a broken promise. The culture industry does not sublimate; it represses.
By repeatedly exposing the objects of desire, breasts in a clinging sweater or
the naked torso of the athletic hero, it only stimulates the unsublimated
forepleasure which habitual deprivation has long since reduced to a maso-

1. American actor (1908-1989). Garson (1904—1996), English actor.
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chistic semblance. There is no erotic situation which, while insinuating and
exciting, does not fail to indicate unmistakably that things can never go that
far. The Hays Office merely confirms the ritual of Tantalus? that the culture
industry has established anyway. Works of art are ascetic and unashamed;
the culture industry is pornographic and prudish. Love is downgraded to
romance. And, after the descent, much is permitted; even license as a mar-
ketable speciality has its quota bearing the trade description “daring.” The
mass production of the sexual automatically achieves its repression. Because
of his ubiquity, the film star with whom one is meant to fall in love is from
the outset a copy of himself. Every tenor voice comes to sound like a Caruso?
record, and the “natural” faces of Texas gitls are like the successful models
by whom Hollywood has typecast them. The mechanical reproduction of
beauty, which reactionary cultural fanaticism wholeheartedly serves in its
methodical idolization of individuality, leaves no room for that unconscious
idolatry which was once essential to beauty. The triumph over beauty is
celebrated by humor—the Schadenfreude® that every successful deprivation
calls forth. There is laughter because there is nothing to laugh at. Laughter,
whether conciliatory or terrible, always occurs when some fear passes. It
indicates liberation either from physical danger or from the grip of logic.
Conciliatory laughter is heard as the echo of an escape from power; the
wrong kind overcomes fear by capitulating to the forces which are to be
feared. It is the echo of power as something inescapable. Fun is a medicinal
bath. The pleasure industry never fails to prescribe it. It makes laughter the
instrument of the fraud practised on happiness. Moments of happiness are
without laughter; only operettas and films portray sex to the accompaniment
of resounding laughter. But Baudelaire is as devoid of humour as Hlderlin.*
In the false society laughter is a disease which has attacked happiness and
is drawing it into its worthless totality. To laugh at something is always to
deride it, and the life which, according to Bergson,® in laughter breaks
through the barrier, is actually an invading barbaric life, self-assertion pre-
pared to parade its liberation from any scruple when the social occasion
arises. Such a laughing audience is a parody of humanity. Its members are
monads, all dedicated to the pleasure of being ready for anything at the
expense of everyone else. Their harmony is a caricature of solidarity. What
is fiendish about this false laughter is that it is a compelling parody of the-
best, which is conciliatory. Delight is austere: res severa verum gaudium.”
The monastic theory that not asceticism but the sexual act denotes the
renunciation of attainable bliss receives negative confirmation in the gravity
of the lover who with foreboding commits his life to the fleeting moment. In
the culture industry, jovial denial takes the place of the pain found in ecstasy
and in asceticism. The supreme law is that they shall not satisfy their desires
at any price; they must laugh and be content with laughter. In every product
of the culture industry, the permanent denial imposed by civilization is once

4. Grim joy (i.e., joy at others’ troubles) (German).
5. Friedrich Hélderlin (1770-1843), German
poet and translator. CHARLES BAUDELAIRE (1821—
1867), French poet, critic, and forerunner of mod-
ernism.

2. A Greck mythological figure whose punishment
in Hades is always to have food and drink just out
of his reach. “Hays Office”: unofficial name of the
Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of

America, founded in 1922 by Will Hays to monitor
the fAlm industry (precursor to the Production
Code Administration, founded in 1934),

3. Enrico Caruso (1873-1921), popular Italian
opera tenor.

6. Henri Bergson (1859-1941), French philoso-
pher, author of Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning
of the Comic (1911).

7. True joy is a serious thing (Latin).
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again unmistakably demonstrated and inflicted on its victims. To offer and
to deprive them of something is one and the same. This {s what happens in
erotic films. Precisely because it must never take place, everything centers
upon copulation. In films it is more strictly forbidden for an illegitimate
relationship to be admitted without the parties being punished than for a
millionaire’s future son-in-law to be active in the labor movement. In con-
trast to the liberal era, industrialized as well as popular culture may wax
indignant at capitalism, but it cannot renounce the threat of castration. This
is fundamental. It outlasts the organized acceptance of the uniformed seen
in the films which are produced to that end, and in reality. What is decisive
today is no longer puritanism, although it still asserts itself in the form of
women'’s organizations, but the necessity inherent in the system not to leave
the customer alone, not for a moment to allow him any suspicion that resis-
tance is possible. The principle dictates that he should be shown all his needs
as capable of fulfillment, but that those needs should be so predetermined
that he feels himself to be the eternal consumer, the .object of the culture
industry. Not only does it make him believe that the deception it practices
is satisfaction; but it goes further and implies that, whatever the state of
affairs, he must put up with what is offered. The escape from everyday drudg-
ery which the whole culture industry promises may be compared to the
daughter’s abduction in the cartoon: the father is holding the ladder in the
dark.:The paradise offered by the culture industry is the same old drudgery.
Both escape and elopement are predesigned to lead back to the starting
point. Pleasure promotes the resignation which it ought to help to forget.

” ” *

The stronger the positions of the .culture industry become, the more sum-
marily it can deal with consumers’ needs, producing them, controlling them,
disciplining them, and- even withdrawing afhusement: no limits are set to
cultural progress of this kind. But the tendency is immanent in the principle
of amusement itself, which is enlightened in a bourgeois sense. If the need
for amusement was in large measure the creation of industry, which used
the subject as a means of recommending the work to the masses—the oleo-
graph® by the dainty morsel it depicted, or the cake mix by a picture of a
cake-——amusement always reveals the influence of business, the sales talk,
the quack’s spiel. But the original affinity of business and amusement is
shown in the latter’s specific significance: to defend society. To be pleased
means to say Yes. It is possible only by insulation from the totality of the
social process, by desensitization and, from the first, by senselessly sactificing
the inescapable claim of every work, however inane, within its limits to reflect
the whole. Pleasure always means not to think about anything, to forget
sufferirig even where it is shown. Basically it is helplessness. It is flight; not,
as is asserted, flight from a wretched reality, but from.the last remaining
thought of resistance. The liberation which amusement promises is freedom
from thought and from negation. The effrontery of the rhetorical question.
“What do people want?” lies in the fact that it is addressed—as if to reflective
individuals-—to those very people who are deliberately to be deprived of this
individuality. Even when the public does—exceptionally—rebel against the

8. A chromolithograph printed on cloth to imitate an oil painting.
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pleasure industry, all it can muster is that feeble resistance which that very
industry has inculcated in it. Nevertheless, it has become increasingly diffi-
cult to keep people in this condition. The rate at which they are reduced to
stupidity must not fall behind the rate at which their intelligence is increas-
ing. In this age of statistics the masses are too sharp to identify themselves
with the millionaire on the screen, and too slow-witted to ignore the law of
the largest number. Ideology conceals itself in the calculation of probabili-
ties. Not everyone will be lucky one day—but the person who draws the
winning ticket, or rather the one who is marked out to do so by a higher
power—usually by the pleasure industry itself, which is represented as
unceasingly in search of talent. Those discovered by talent scouts and then
publicized on a vast scale by the studio are ideal types of the new dependent
average. Of course, the starlet is meant to symbolize the typist in such a way
that the splendid evening dress seems meant for the actress as distinct from
the real girl. The girls in the audience not only feel that they could be on
the screen, but realize the great gulf separating them from it. Only one girl
can draw the lucky ticket, only one man can win the prize, and if, mathe-
matically, all have the same chance, yet this is so infinitesimal for each one
that he or she will do best to write it off and rejoice in the other’s success,
which might just as well have been his or hers, and somehow never is. When-
ever the culture industry still issues an invitation naively to identify, it is
immediately withdrawn. No one can escape from himself any more. Once a
member of the audience could see his own wedding in the one shown in the
film. Now the lucky actors on the screen are copies of the same category as
every member of the public, but such equality only demonstrates the insur-
mountable separation of the human elements. The perfect similarity is the
absolute difference. The identity of the category forbids that of the individual
cases. Ironically, man as a member of a species has been made a reality by
the culture industry. Now any person signifies only those attributes by which
he can replace everybody else: he is interchangeable; a copy. As an individual
he is completely expendable and utterly insignificant, and this is just what
he finds out when time deprives him of this similarity. This changes the inner .
structure of the religion of success—otherwise strictly maintained. Increas-
ing emphasis is laid not on the path per aspera ad astra® (which presupposes
hardship and effort), but on winning a prize. The element of blind chance,_. .
in the routine decision about which song deserves to be a hit and which extra
a heroine is stressed by the ideology. Movies emphasize chance. By stopping
at nothing to ensure that all the characters are essentially alike, with the
exception of the villain, and by excluding non-conforming faces (for example,
those which, like Garbo’s,' do not look as if you could say “Hello sister!” to
them), life is made easier for movie-goers at first. They are assured that they
are all right as they are; that they could do just as well and that nothing
beyond their powers will be asked of them. But at the same time they are
given a hint that any effort would be useless because even bourgeois luck no
longer has any connection with the calculable effect of their own work. They
take the hint. Fundamentally they all recognize chance (by which one occa-
sionally makes his fortune) as the other side of planning. Precisely because

9. Through adversities to the stars (Latin). 1990)‘, famously reclusive Swedish-born American
I. Greta Garbo {(born Greta Gustafsson, 1905— film star.
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the forces of society are so deployed in the direction of rationality that anyone
might become an engineer or manager, it has ceased entirely to be a rational
matter who the one will be in whom society will invest training or confidence
for such functions. Chance and planning become one and the same thing,
because, given men’s equality, individual success and failure—right up to
the top—lose any economic meaning. Chance itself is planned, not because
it affects any particular individual but precisely because it is believed to play
a vital part. It serves the planners as an alibi, and makes it seem that the
complex of transactions and measures into which life has been transformed
leaves scope for spontaneous and direct relations between man. This free-
dom is symbolized in the various media of the culture industry by the arbi-
trary selection of average individuals. In a magazine’s detailed accounts of
the modestly magnificent pleasure-trips it has arranged for the lucky person,
preferably a stenotypist (who has probably won the competition because of
her contacts with local bigwigs), the powerlessness of all is reflected. They
are mere matter—so much so that those in control can take someone up
into their heaven and throw him out again: his rights and his work count for
nothing. Industry is interested in people merely as customers and employees,
and has in fact reduced mankind as a whole and each of its elements to this
all-embracing formula. According to the ruling aspect at the time, ideology
emphasizes plan or chance, technology or life, civilization or nature. As
employees, men are reminded of the rational organization and urged to fit
in like sensible people. As customers, the freedom of choice, the charm of
novelty, is demonstrated to them on the screen or in the press by means of
the human and personal anecdote. In either case they remain objects.

The less the culture industry has to promise, the less it can offer a mean-
ingful explanation of life, and the emptier is the ideology it disseminates.
Even the abstract ideals of the harmony and beneficence of society are too
concrete in this age of universal publicity. We have even learned how to
identify abstract concepts as sales propaganda. Language based entirely on
truth simply arouses impatience to get on with the business deal it is probably
advancing. The words that are not means appear senseless; the others seem
to be fiction, untrue. Value judgments are taken either as advertising or as
empty talk. Accordingly ideology has been made vague and noncommittal,
and thus neither clearer nor weaker. Its very vagueness, its almost scientific
aversion from committing itself to anything which cannot be verified, acts
as an instrument of domination. It becomes a vigorous and prearranged
promulgation of the status quo. The culture industry tends to make itself the
embodiment of authoritative pronouncements, and thus the irrefutable
prophet of the prevailing order.

* * =

By emphasizing the “heart of gold,” society admits the suffering it has
created: everyone knows that he is now helpless in the system, and ideology
has to take this into account. Far from concealing suffering under the cloak
of improvised fellowship, the culture industry takes pride in looking it in the
face like a man, however great the strain on self-control. The pathos of com-
posure justifies the world which makes it necessary. That is life—very hard,
but just because of that so wonderful and so healthy. This lie does not shrink
from tragedy. Mass culture deals with it, in the same way as centralized
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society does not abolish the suffering of its members but records and plans
it. That it is why it borrows so persistently from art. This provides the tragic
substance which pure amusement cannot itself supply, but which it needs
if it is somehow to remain faithful to the principle of the exact reproduction
of phenomena. Tragedy made into a carefully calculated and accepted aspect
of the world is a blessing. It is a safeguard against the reproach that truth is
not respected, whereas it is really being adopted with cynical regret. To the
consumer who—culturally—has seen better days it offers a substitute for
long-discarded profundities. It provides the regular movie-goer with the
scraps of culture he must have for prestige. It comforts all with the thought
that a tough, genuine human fate is still possible, and that it must at all costs
be represented uncompromisingly. Life in all the aspects which ideology
today sets out to duplicate shows up all the more gloriously, powerfully and
magnificently, the more it is redolent of necessary suffering. It begins to
resemble fate. Tragedy is reduced to the threat to destroy anyone who does
not cooperate, whereas its paradoxical significance once lay in a hopeless
resistance to mythic destiny. Tragic fate becomes just punishment, which is
what bourgeois aesthetics always tried to turn it into. The morality of mass
culture is the cheap form of yesterday’s children’s books. In a first-class pro-
duction, for example, the villainous character appears as a hysterical woman
who (with presumed clinical accuracy) tries to ruin the happiness of her
opposite number, who is truer to reality, and herself suffers a quite untheat-
rical death. So much learning is of course found only at the top. Lower down
less trouble is taken. Tragedy is made harmless without recourse to social
psychology. Just as every Viennese operetta worthy of the name had to have
its tragic finale in the second act. which left nothing for the third except to
clear up misunderstandings, the culture industry assigns tragedy a fixed place
in the routine. The well-known existence of the recipe is enough to allay any
fear that there is no restraint on tragedy. The description of the dramatic
formula by the housewife as “getting into trouble and out again” embraces
the whole of mass culture from the idiotic women’s serial to the top produc-
tion. Even the worst ending which began with good intentions confirms the
order of things and corrupts the tragic force, either because the woman
whose love runs counter to the laws of the game plays with her death for a
brief spell of happiness, or because the sad ending in the film all the mose -
clearly stresses the indestructibility of actual life. The tragic film becomes
an institution for moral improvement. The masses, demoralized by their life
under the pressure of the system, and who show signs of civilization only in
modes of behavior which have been forced on them and through which fury
and recalcitrance show everywhere, are to be kept in order by the sight of
an inexorable life and exemplary behavior. Culture has always played its part
in taming revolutionary and barbaric instincts. Industrial culture adds its
contribution. It shows the condition under which this merciless life can be
lived at all. The individual who is thoroughly weary must use his weariness
as energy for his surrender to the collective power which wears him out. In
films, those permanently desperate situations which crush the spectator in
ordinary life somehow become a promise that one can go on living. One has
only to become aware of one’s own nothingness, only to recognize defeat and
one is one with it all. Society is full of desperate people and therefore a prey
to rackets. In some of the most significant German novels of the pre-Fascist
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era such as Déblin's Berlin Alexanderplatz and Fallada’s? Kleiner Mann, Was
Nun, this trend was as obvious as in the average film and in the devices of
jazz. What all these things have in common is the self-derision of man. The
possibility of becoming a subject in the economy, an entrepreneur or a pro-
prietor, has been completely liquidated. Right down to the humblest shop,
the independent enterprise, on the management and inheritance of which
the bourgeois family and the position of its head had rested, became hope-
lessly dependent. Everybody became an employee; and in this civilization of
employees the dignity of the father (questionable anyhow) vanishes, The
attitude of the individual to the racket, business, profession or party, before
or after admission, the Fiihrer's gesticulations before the masses, or the
suitor’s’ before his sweetheart, assume specifically masochistic traits. The
attitude into which everybody is forced in order to give repeated proof of his
moral suitability for this society reminds one of the boys who, during tribal
initiation, go round in a circle with a stereotypéed smile on their faces while
the priest strikes them. Life in the late capitalist era is a constant initiation
rite. Everyone must show that he wholly identifies himself with the power
which is bélaboring him. This occurs in the principle of jazz syncopation,
which simultaneously derides stumbling and makes it a rule. The eunuch-
like voice of the crooner on the radio, the heiress’s smooth suitor, who falls
into the swimming pool'in his dinner jacket; are models for those who must
become whatever the system wants. Everyone can be like this omnipotent
society; everyone can be happy, if only he will capitulate fully and sacrifice
his claim to happiness. In his weakness society recognizes its strength, and
gives him some of it. His defenselessness makes him reliable. Hence tragedy
is discarded. Once the opposition of the individual to society was its sub-
stance. It glorified “the bravery.and freedom of emotion before a powerful
enemy, an exalted affliction, a dreadful problem.”? Today tragedy has melted
away into the nothingness of that false identity of society and individual,
whose terror still shows for a moment in the empty semblance of the tragic.
But the miracle of integration, the permanent act of grace by the authority
who receives the defenseless person—once he has swallowed his rebellious-
ness—signifies Fascism. This can be seen in the humanitarianism which
Dtblin uses to let his Biberkopf* find refuge, and again in socially-slanted
films. The capacity to find refuge, to survive one’s own ruin, by which tragedy
is defeated, is found in the new generation; they can do any work because
the work process does not let them become attached to any. This is remi-
niscent of the sad lack of conviction of the homecoming soldier with no
interest in the war, or of the casual laborer who ends up by joining a para-
military organization. This liquidation of tragedy confirms the abolition of
the individual.

In the culture industry the individual is an illusion not merely because of
the standardization of the means of production. He is tolerated only so long
as his complete identification with the generality is unquestioned. Pseudo

2. Hans Fallada (pseudonym of Rudolf Ditzen, of the Idols), Werke, vol. VIII, p. 136 [Horkheimer
1893-1947); Little Man, What Now? was pub- =~ and Adorno’s note]. FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844~
lished in 1932. Alfred, Doblin (1878-1957) 1900), German philosopher.

published Berlin Alexanderplatz in 1929. 4. Hero of Berlin Alexanderplatz.
3. Nietzsche; Gttzenddmmerung 11888, Twilight e
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individuality is rife: from the standardized jazz improvisation to the excep-
tional film star whose hair curls over her eye to demonstrate her originality.
What is individual is no more than the generality’s power to stamp the acci-
dental detail so firmly that it is accepted as such. The defiant reserve or
elegant appearance of the individual on show is mass-produced like Yale
locks, whose only difference can be measured in fractions of millimeters.
The peculiarity of the self is a monopoly commodity determined by society;
it is falsely represented as natural. It is no more than the moustache, the
French accent, the deep voice of the woman of the world, the Lubitsch®
touch: finger prints on identity cards which are otherwise exactly the same,
and into which the lives and faces of every single person are transformed by
the power of the generality. Pseudo individuality is the prerequisite for com-
prehending tragedy and removing its poison: only because individuals have
ceased to be themselves and are now merely centers where the general ten-
dencies meet, is it possible to receive them again, whole and entire, into the
generality. In this way mass culture discloses the fictitious character of the
“individual” in the bourgeois era, and is merely unjust in boasting on account
of this dreary harmony of general and particular. The principle of individu-
ality was- always full of contradiction. Individuation has never really been
achieved. Self-preservation in the shape of class has kept everyone at the
stage of a mere species being. Every bourgeois characteristic, in spite of its
deviation and indeed because of it, expressed the same thing: the harshness
of the competitive society. The individual who supported society bore its
disfiguring mark; seemingly free, he was actually the product of its economic
and social apparatus. Power based itself on the prevailing conditions of
power when it sought the approval of persons affected by it. As it progressed,
bourgeois society did also develop the individual. Against the will of its lead-
ers, technology has changed human beings from children into persons. How-
ever, every advance in individuation of this kind took place at the expense of
the individuality in whose name it occurred, so that nothing was left but the
.resolve to pursue one’s own particular purpose. The bourgeois whose exis-
tence is split into a business and a private life, whose private life is split into
keeping up his public image and intimacy, whose intimacy is split into the
surly partnership of marriage and the bitter comfort of being quite alone, at
odds with himself and everybody else, is already virtually a Nazi, repletedsoth
with enthusiasm and abuse; or a modern city-dweller who can now only
imagine friendship as a “social contact”: that is, as being in social contact
with others with whom he has no inward contact. The only reason why the
culture industry can deal so successfully with individuality is that the latter
has always reproduced the fragility of society. On the faces of private indi-
viduals and movie heroes put together according to the patterns on magazine
covers vanishes a pretense in which no one now believes; the popularity of
the hero models comes partly from a secret satisfaction that the effort to
achieve individuation has at last been replaced by the effort to imitate; which
is admittedly. more breathless. It is idle to hope that this self-contradictory,
disintegrating “person” will not last for generations; that the system must
collapse because of such a psychological split, or that the deceitful substi-

5. Ernst Lubitsch  (1892-1947), German- and irony to Hollywood cinema from the 1920s to
American film director whose widely imitated style the 1940s.
(“the Lubitsch touch”) brought Europcan elegance
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tution of the stereotype for the individual will of itself become unbearable
for mankind. Since Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the unity of the personality has
been seen through as a pretense. Synthetically produced physiognomies
show that the people of today have already forgotten that there was ever a
notion of what human life was. For centuries society has been preparing for
Victor Mature and Mickey Rooney.5 By destroying they come to fulfill.

The idolization of the cheap involves making the average the heroic. The
highest-paid stars resemble pictures advertising unspecified proprietary arti-
cles. Not without good purpose are they often selected from the host of
commercial models. The prevailing taste takes its ideal from advertising, the
beauty in consumption. Hence the Socratic saying that the beautiful is the
useful” has now been fulfilled—ironically. The cinema makes propaganda
for the culture combine as a whole; on radio, goods for whose sake the
cultural commodity exists are also recommended individually. For a few
coins one can see the film which cost millions, for even less one can buy the
chewing gum whose manufacture involved immense riches—a hoard
increased still further by sales. In absentia, but by universal suffrage, the
treasure of armies is revealed, but prostitution is not allowed inside the coun-
try. The best orchestras in the world—clearly not so——are brought into your
living room free of charge. It is all a parody of the never-never land, just as
the national society is a parody of the human society. You name it, we supply
it. A man up from the country remarked at the old Berlin Metropol theater
that it was astonishing what they could do for the money; his comment has
long since been adopted by the culture industry and made the very substance
of production. This is always coupled with the triumph that it is possible;
but this, in large measure, is the very triumph. Putting on a show means
showing everybody what there is, and what can be achieved. Even today it is
still a fair, but incurably sick with culture. Just as the people who had been
attracted by the fairground barkers overcame their disappointment in the
booths with a brave smile, because they really knew in advance what would
happen, so the movie-goer sticks knowingly to the institution. With the
cheapness of mass-produce luxury goods and its complement, the universal
swindle, a change in the character of the art commodity itself is coming
about. What is new is not that it is a commaodity, but that today it deliberately
admits it is one; that art renounces its own autonomy and proudly takes its
place among consumption goods constitutes the charm of novelty. Art as a
separate sphere was always possible only in a bourgeois society. Even as a
negation of that social purposiveness which is spreading through the market,
its freedom remains essentially bound up with the premise of a commodity
economy. Pure works of art which deny the commodity society by the very
fact that they obey their own law were always wares all the same. In so far
as, until the eighteenth century, the buyer’s patronage shielded the artist
from the market, they were dependent on the buyer and his objectives. The
purposelessness of the great modern work of art depends on the anonymity
of the market. Its demands pass through so many intermediaries that the
artist is exempt from any definite requirements—though admittedly only to
a certain degree, for throughout the whole history of the bourgeoisie his

6. Mature (1913-1999) and Rooney (b. 1920), Plato's dialogues, the Greek philosopher Socrates
American actors. (469—399 B.C.E.) is the primary speaker.
7. See PLATO, Hippias Major 295c—e; as usual in
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autonomy was only tolerated, and thus contained an element of untruth
which ultimately led to the social liquidation of art. When mortally sick,
Beethoven hurled away a novel by Sir Walter Scott® with the cry: “Why, the
fellow writes for money,” and yet proved a most experienced and stubborn
businessman in disposing of the last quartets, which were a most extreme
renunciation of the market: he is the most outstanding example of the unity
of those opposites, market and independence, in bourgeois art. Those who
succumb to the ideology are precisely those who cover up the contradiction
instead of taking it into the consciousness of their own production as Bee-
thoven did: he went on to express in music his anger at losing a few pence,
and derived the metaphysical Es Muss Sein® (which attempts an aesthetic
banishment of the pressure of the world by taking it into itself) from the
housekeeper’s demand for her monthly wages. The principle of idealistic
aesthetics—purposefulness without a purpose'—reverses the scheme of
things to which bourgeois art conforms socially: purposelessness for the pur-
poses declared by the market. At last, in the demand for entertainment and
relaxation, purpose has absorbed the realm of purposelessness. But as the
insistence that art should be disposable in terms of money becomes absolute,
a shift in the internal structure of cultural commodities begins to show itself.
The use which men in this antagonistic society promise themselves from the
work of art is itself, to a great extent, that very existence of the useless which
is abolished by compete inclusion under use. The work of art, by completely
assimilating itself to need. deceitfully deprives men of precisely that libera-
tion from the principle of utility which it should inaugurate. What might be
called use value in the reception of cultural commodities is replaced by
exchange value; in place of enjoyment there are gallery-visiting and factual
knowledge: the prestige seeker replaces the connoisseur. The consumer
becomes the ideology of the pleasure industry, whose institutions he cannot
escape. One simply “has to” have seen Mrs. Miniver,? just as one “has to”
subscribe to Life and Time. Everything is looked at from only one aspect:
that it can be used for something else, however vague the notion of this use
may be. No object has an inherent value; it is valuable only to the extent that.
it can be exchanged. The use value of art, its mode of being, is treated as a
fetish; and the fetish, the work’s social rating (misinterpreted as its artistic
status) becomes its use value—the only quality which is enjoyed. The coms,. .
modity function of art disappears only to be wholly realized when art
becomes a species of commodity instead, marketable and interchangeable
likc an industrial product. But art as a type of product which existed to be
sold and yet to be unsaleable is wholly and hypocritically converted into
"unsaleability” as soon as the transaction ceases to be the mere intention
and becomes its sole principle. No tickets could be bought when Toscanini
conducted over the radio;* he was heard without charge, and every sound of
the symphony was accompanied, as it were, by the sublime puff that the
symphony was not interrupted by any advertising: “This concert is brought
to vou as a public service.” The illusion was made possible by the profits of

S. Scottish poet and novelist (1771-1832), forced 2. Movie (1942) with Greer Garson in the title
by Anancial difficulties late in his life to undertake role.

much hack work. 3. Arturo Toscanini conducted the National
9. It must be (German). Broadcasting Company Symphony Orchestra,
l. INMARIANUEL KANT's terminology in his Critique which was organized specifically for him in 1937,

of Judement (1790; see above). in a notable series of radio broadcasts.
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the united automobile and soap manufacturers, whose payments keep the
radio stations going—and, of course, by the increased sales of the éelectrical
industry, which manufactures the radio sets.

L * b

1947

EDMUND WILSON
1895-1972

Intellectually curious and prolific, Edmund Wilson contributed to many journals and
magazines, and for diverse audiences—writers, intellectuals, academics, and non-
academics—he served as'a potent source of informed taste and judgment. He seemed,
as fellow critic Alfred Kazin noted, to have “the whole tradition of literature in his
bones,” and he became the foremost American literary journalist of the twentieth
century.

Born in Red Bank, New Jersey, Wllson was the only child of prosperous but emo-
tionally distant parents. He was educated in the classics at the Hill School in Potts-
town, Pennsylvania, where, he later said, he was taught the virtues of “lucidity, force,
and ease” in written expression, and at Princeton (1912-16), where his friends
included F. Scott Fitzgerald (who called Wilson his “intellectual conscience”).

After graduation, Wilson worked briefly as a-reporter for the New York Evening
Sun. Like the novelists John Dos Passos and Ernest Hemingway, who became his
friends, he served in a hospital unit during World War I; he then was reassigned to
the intelligence corps. When the war ended, he freelanced as a writer and worked as
an editor of Vanity Fair (1920—21) and the New Republic (192631 ), later he became
the main book reviewer for the New Yorker (1944—48).

Wilson’s first important book was Axel’s Castle: A Study in the Imaginative Litera-
ture of 1870-1930 (1931), a pioneering study of modernism’s relation to French
symbolism, with chapters on William Butler Yeats, Marcel Proust, James Joyce, T. s
ELIOT, Gertrude Stein, and Paul Valéry. Yet even as he revealed his passionate interest
in the literary innovations of modernism, he voiced his ambivalence in Axel’s Castle
itself and in his correspondence. He told his editor, Maxwell Perkins, “I believe that
any literary movement which tends so to paralyze the will, to discourage literature
from entering into action, has a very serious weakness, and I think that the time has
now come for a reaction against it.”

Part of Wilson’s reaction was To the Finland Station (1940), a panoramic study of
the origins of socialism, the careers and main ideas of KARL. MARX and FRIEDRICH
ENGELS, and the intellectual and historical contexts of the Russian Revolution. Link-
ing political utopianism with aesthetic activity, Wilson portrayed Marx, Engels, and
Vladimir Lenin as “poets themselves in their political vision”; their “genius,” he added,
“lay in the intensity of their imaginations and in the skill with which through the
written and spoken word they were able to arouse others to see human life and history
as they did.”

This sharp feeling for individuals as agents of grand historical change makes Wil-
son, at his best, thrilling to read: he tells captivating, dramatic stories. It also makes
him hard to categorize as a critic. Rather than interpreting texts, Wilson sought to
“spotlight” (one of his favorite terms) particular writers in the contexts of their eras;

thus he turned to biography, psychology, economics, politics, and history at roughly
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