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3 The Culture Industry:
Enlightenment as Mass
Deception
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno

The sociological theory that the loss of the support of objectively established
religion, the dissolution of the last remnants of precapitalism, together with techno-

logical and social differentiation or specialization, have led to cultural 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.... ,
Under monopoly all mass culture is identical, and the lines of its artificial frame-
work begin to show through. The people at the top are no longer.so interested in

concealing monopoly: as its violence becomes more open, so its power grows. . -
Movies and radio need no longer pretend to be art. The truth that they are just,

business is made into an ideology in order to justify the rubbish they deliberately
produce. They call themselves industries; and when their directors’ incomes are
published, any doubt about the social utility of the finished products is removed.
Interested parties explain the culture industry in technological 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 production centers and the
large number of widely dispersed consumption points is said to demand organiza-
tion and planning by management. Furthermore, it is claimed that standards were
based in the first place on consumers’ needs, and for that reason were accepted with
so little resistance. The result is the circle of manipulation and retroactive 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 alienated 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 achievement of standardiza- -
~~tion and mass production, sacrificing whatever involved a distinction between the

logic of the work and that of the social system. This is the result not of a law of
movement in technology as such but of its function in today’s economy. The need
which might resist central control has already been suppressed by the control of the
individual consciousness. The step from the telephone to the radio has clearly
distinguished the roles. The former still allowed the subscriber to play the role of
subject, and was liberal. The latter is democratic: it turns all participants into
listeners and authoritatively subjects them to broadcast programs which are
all exactly the same. No machinery of rejoinder has been devised, and private
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freedom. They are confined to the apocryphal field of
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professionals. Talented performers belon
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 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 2
cheap imitation; Of 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 apparatus which, down to its last cog, itself
forms part of the economic mechanism of selection. In addition there is the agree-
ment — 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 subjective

purposes of company directors, the foremost among whom are in the most powerful
electricity, and chemicals. Culture monopolies
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to perpetuate the semblance of competition and range of choice. The same applies to
the Warner Brothers and Metro Goldwyn Mayer productions. But even the differ-
ences between the more expensive and cheaper models put out by the same firm
steadily diminish: for automobiles, there are such differences as the number of
cylinders, ‘cubic capacity, derails of patented gadgets; and for films there are the
number 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 investment. The varying
budgets in the culture industry do not bear the slightest relation to factual values, to

the meaning of the products themselves. ...

The man with leisure has to accept what the culture manufacturers offer him. Kant’s
formalism still expected a contribution from the individual, who was thoughrt to
relate the varied experiences of the senses to fundamental concepts; burt industry
robs the individual of his function. Its prime service to the customer is t6 do his
schematizing for him. Kant said that there was a secret mechanism in the soul which

prepared direct intuitions in such a way that they could be fitted into the system of

pure reason. But today that secret has been deciphered. While the mechanism is to

all appearances planned by those who serve up the data of experience, that is, by the :
culture industry, it is in fact forced upon the latter by the power of society, which
remains irrational, however we may try to rationalize it; and this inescapable force is

processed by commercial agencies so that they give an artificial impression of being
in command. There is nothing left for the consumer to classify. Producers have done
it for him. Art for the masses has destroyed the dream but still conforms to the tenets
of that dreaming idealism which critical idealism balked at. Everything derives from
consciousness: for Malebranche and Berkeley, from the consciousness of God; in
mass art, from the consciousness of the production team..Not only are the hit songs,
stars, and soap operas cyclically recurrent and rigidly invariable types, but the
specific content of the entertainment itself is derived from them and only appears

to change. The details are interchangeable. The short interval sequence which was.

effective in a hit song, the hero’s momentary fall from grace (which he accepts as
good sport), the rough treatment which the beloved gets from the male star, the
latter’s rugged defiance of the spoilt heiress, are, like all the other details, ready-
made clichés to be slotted in anywhere; they never do anything more than fulfill the
purpose allotted them in the overall plan. Theitr whole raison d’étre is to confirm it
by being its constituent parts. As s00On as the film begins, it is quite clear how it will
end, and who will be rewarded, punished, or forgotten. In light music, once the

trained ear has heard the first notes of the hit song, it can guess what is coming and
feel flattered when it does come. The average length of the short story has to be

rigidly adhered to. Even gags, effects, and jokes are calculated like the setting in
which they are placed. They are the responsibility of special experts and their
narrow range makes it easy for them to be apportioned in the office. The develop-
ment of the culture industry has led to the predominance of the effect, the obvious
touch, and the technical detail over the work itself — which once expressed an idea,
but was liquidated together with the idea. When the detail won its freedom, it
became rebellious and, in the periad from Romanticism to Expressionism, asserted
itself as free expression, as a vehicle of protest against the organization. In music the
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effect obliterated the awareness of form as a whole; in painting the
d at the expense of pictorial composition; and in the
novel psychology became more important than structure. The totality of the culture
industry has put an end to this.. Though concerned exclusively with effects, it crushes
cheir insubordination and makes them subserve the formula, which replaces the
work. The same fate is inflicted on whole and parts alike. The whole inevitably bears -
no relation to the details — just like the career of a successful man into which
everything is made to fit as an illustration or a proof, whereas it is nothing more
than the sum of all those idiotic events. The so-called dominant idea is like a file
which ensures order but not coherence. The whole and the parts are alike; there is no
antithesis and no connection. Their prearranged harmony is a mockery of what had
o be striven after in the great bourgeois works of art. In Germany the graveyard
stillness of the dictatorship already hung over the gayest films of the democratic era.
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 reproducing the world of everyday
perceptions), 1s NOW the producer’s guideline. The more intensely and flawlessly his

single harmonic
individual color was stresse

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 light-
ning takeover by the sound film.

Real life. is becoming indistinguishable from the movies. The sound film, far
surpassing the theater of illusion, Jeaves 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
£lm 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 mechanisms; 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 — by
its images, gestures, and words — that they are unable to supply what really makes it
a world, do not have to dwell on particular points of its mechanics durifig a screen-
ing. All the other films and products of the entertainment industry which they have

“seen have raught 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 distraught, for each of them is a model of the huge economic machinery which has
always sustained the masses, whether at work or at Jeisure — 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 reproduced 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 mental state is not nuanced or extended in any way.
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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 mechanical reproduction
surpasses the rigor and general currency of any “real style,” in the sense in which
cultural cognoscenti celebrate the organic pre-capitalist past.... '

By subordinating in the same way and to the same end all areas of intellecrual
creation, by occupying men’s senses from the time they leave the factory in the
evening to the time they clock in again the next morning with matter that bears the
impress of the labor process they themselves have to sustain throughout the day, this
subsumption mockingly satisfies the concept of a unified culture which the philo-
sophers of personality contrasted with mass culture. . ..

[W]hat is new is that the irreconcilable elements of culture, art and distraction, are
subordinated to one end and subsumed under one false formula: the totality of the
culture industry. It consists of repetition. That its characteristic innovations are
never anything more than improvements of mass reproduction is not external to
the system. It is with good reason that the interest of innumerable consumers is
directed to the technique, and not to the contents — which are stubbornly repeated,
outworn, and by now half-discredited. The social power which the spectators wor-
ship shows itself more effectively in the omnipresence of the stereotype imposed by
technical skill than in the stale ideologies for which the ephemeral contents stand in.

Nevertheless the culture industry remains the entertainment business. Its influence
over the consumers is established by entertainment; that will ultimately be broken
not by an outright decree, but by the hostility inherent in the principle of entertain-
ment 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 manufac-
tured need, and not in simple contrast to it, even if this contrast were one of
complete power and complete powerlessness. Amusement under late capitalism is
the prolongation of work. It is sought after as an escape from the mechanized work
process, and to recruit strength in order to be able to cope with it again. But at the
same time mechanization has such power over a man’s leisure and happiness, and so
profoundly determines the manufacture of amusement goods, that his experiences

merely a faded foreground; what sinks in is the automatic succession of standardized
operations. What happens at 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
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audience: the product prescri

bes every reaction: not by its natural structure (which
ction), but by signals. Any logical connection calling for mental
effort is painstakingly avoided. As far as possible, developments must follow from

ding situation and never from the idea of the whole. For the

the immediately prece
Atrentive movie-goer any individual scene will give him the whole thing. ...

The culture industry perpetually cheats its consumers of what it perpetually
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
commendation of the depressing everyday world it sought to escape. Of course
works of art were not sexual exhibitions either. However, by representing depriva-
etracted, as it were, the prostitution of the impulse and
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
ansublimated forepleasure which habitual deprivation has long since reduced to a
‘masochistic 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 marketable 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 girls are like the
successful models by whom Hollywood has typecast them. The mechanical repro-

collapses under refle

tion as negative, they r
rescued by mediation what was

duction 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. Laughtes, 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 capitualting to the forces
which are to be feared. If is the echo of power as something inescapable. Fun is 2
medicinal bath. The pleasure industry never fails to prescribe it. It makes laughter
the instrument of the fraud practised on happiness. . .. ’

Today the culture industry has taken over the civilizing inheritance of the entre-
preneurial and frontier democracy — whose appreciation of intellectual deviations
was never very finely attuned. All are free to dance and enjoy themselves, just as they
have been free, since the historical neutralization of religion, to join any of the
innumerable sects. But freedom to choose an ideology — since ideology always
reflects economic coercion — everywhere proves to be freedom to choose whart is
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always the same. The way in which a girl accepts and keeps the obligatory date, the
inflection on the telephone or in the most intimate situation, the choice of words in
conversation, and the whole inner life as classified by the now somewhat devalued
depth psychology, bear witness to man’s attempt to make himself a’ proficient
apparatus, similar (even in emotions) to the model served up by the culture industry.
The most intimate reactions of human beings have been so thoroughly reified that
the idea of anything specific to themselves now persists only as an utterly abstract
notion: personality scarcely signifies anything more than shining white teeth and
freedom from body odor and emotions. The triumph of advertising in the culture
industry is that consumers feel compelled to buy and use its products even though
they see through them.

Editor’s Notes on Further Reading

Horkheimer and Adorno on the Culture Industry

In this famous 1944 essay, Max Horkheimer (1895-1973) and Theodor Adorno (1903-69)
examine the rationalized, capitalist organization of cultural production in modern societies.
Their rich analysis of mass culture organization and content, and its psychological and
political consequences, was among the most wide-ranging and original of scholars’ attempts
to come 1o grips with the impact of movies and radio, and continues to offer insights into later
forms of mass culture like television. For Horkheimer and Adorno, when art and entertain-
ment are commodified for the mass market in concentrated, rationalized businesses, culture
becomes formulaic, commercialized, imaginatively limited, and critically stunted; and audi-
ences became passive, conformist, and uncritical. True individuality is absorbed, true human
needs are repressed, and even intimacy is reified. ‘

Horkheimer and Adorno were core members of the Frankfurt School, an interdisciplinary
group of German scholars organized as the Institute for Social Research from the 1920s. They
aimed to develop Marx’s and Weber’s ideas about modern exploitation and rationalization in
critical theory which applied to twentieth-century problems in western countries, so they
incorporated in their critical theory numerous cultural, psychological, and aesthetic themes
beyond those typical of rraditional Marxism. After fleeing Nazism in 1933, members of the
Frankfurt School continued their work in exile; this essay was written while Horkheimer and
Adorno were in Santa Monica, California. For examples of other writing on issues raised in
this selection see Theodor Adorno, “Culture Industry Reconsidered,” New German Critique 6
(1975): 12-19; Adorno, “Cultural Criticism and Society,” pp. 17-34 in Prisms, trans. Samuel
and Shierry Weber (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1981 [1967]); “Culture. and Administra-
tion,” Telos 97 (1978): 93-111; “The Stars Down to Earth: The Los Angeles Times Astrology
Column,” Telos 19 (1974): 13-90; and “Analytical Study of the NBC Music Appreciation
Hour,” Musical Quarterly 78 {1994): 325-77; see also Andrew Arato and Eike Gebhardt,
eds:, The Essential Frankfurt School Reader (New York: Urizen Books, 1978). For further
hisrorical and intellectual background see Tom Bottomore, The Frankfurt School (London
and New York: Tavistock Publications, 1984); Martin Jay, The Dialectical Imagination: A
History of the Frankfurt School and the Institute of Social Research 1923-1950 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1996 [1973]); Martin Jay, Adorno {Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1984); Robert Witkin, “Why Did Adorno ‘Hate’ Jazz?” Sociological Theory
18 (2000): 145-70; Seyla Benhabib, Wolfgang Bonf, and John McCole, On Max Horkbei-
mer: New Perspectives (Cambridge, MA and London: MIT Press, 1993). For some discussion
of key Frankfurt School ideas see, for instance, Douglas Kellner, “Critical Theory and the
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A Reassessment,” Telos #62 (1984-5): 196-206, and Nico Israél,
ngeles, and the Dislocation of Culture,” Yale Journal of

Culture Industries:
“Damage Control: Adorno, Los A

Criticism 10 (1997): 85-113. ;

Another member of the Frankfurt School who made substantial contributions on art,

literature and popular culture was Leo Lowenthal (1900-93), who taught ar the University
of California at Berkeley from 1956; see, for instance, “Historical Perspecrives of Popular
Culture,” American Journal of Sociology 55 (1950): 323-32; “Sociology of Literature in
Retrospect,” pp- 11-25in Philippe Desan, Priscilla Parkhurst Ferguson, and Wendy Griswold,
eds., Literature and Social Practice (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989) and the
essays collected in his Literature, Popular Culture, and Society (Palo Alto: Pacific Books,
1961). For an influential early analysis of culrural production in modernity see Walter
Benjamin, “The Work of Artin the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” pp. 217-51 1n Hannah
Arendr, ed., [lluminations, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1968). Concerns
about modern cultural production are also expressed from a somewhat different point of view
by Simmel (see excerpt this volume). Raymond William's work, also excerpted here, demon-
strates a different direction in which Marx’s theory of ideology was developed in the twentieth
century, a direction with more affinities with Antonio Gramsci than with the Frankfurt
School. v

For a recent general theory and history of the media see John Thompson, The Media and
Modernity: A Social Theory of the Media (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996).
Useful collections of twentieth-ceritury debates about American mass culture can be found in
Bernard Rosenberg and David Manning White, eds., Mass Culture: The Popular Arts in
America (Glencoe, IL: The Free Press, 1957) and Rosenberg and Whirte, eds., Mass Culture
Revisited (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 1971); see especially the editors’
introductions.

Within cultural sociology, several developments draw on and go beyond Horkheimer and
Adorno’s theses. First, the concept of the culture industry has been developed and specified to
focus on midrange variations in the organizational conditions of cultural production: see
DiMaggio’s discussion of mass culture theory and Peterson’s exemplar of “cultural produc-
tion” analysis, both in this volume. Second, assumptions about audience effects are challenged
by examining the active and critical ways audiences can interpret and respond to mass culture;
see, for example, the excerpt from Hunt’s Screening the Los Angeles Riots in this volume, and
accompanying editor’s notes. For an application of critical theory which also emphasizes
active class conflict see David Gartman, Auto Opium: A Social History of Automobile Design
(London and New York: Routledge, 1994). For a recent reassessment and new theory of the
possibility of aesthetic judgment see Nancy Weiss Hanrahan, Difference in Time: A Critical
Theory of Culture (Westport CT and London: Praeger, 2000), and for 2 similar contribution
regarding democracy see Orville Lee, “Culrare and Democratic Theory: Toward a Theory of

Symbolic Democracy,” Constellations 5(1998): 433-55.
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