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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

DORNO AND HORKHEIMER’S ESSAY,  published in the mid-1940s,
remains the classic denunciation of the “culture industry.” It offers a vision of

a society that has lost its capacity to nourish true freedom and individuality – as
well as the ability to represent the real conditions of existence. Adorno and
Horkheimer believe that this loss results from the fact that cultural production has
moved from an artisanal stage, which depended on individual effort and required
little or no investment, to an industrial stage. For them, the modern culture industry
produces safe, standardized products geared to the larger demands of the
capitalist economy. It does so by representing “average” life for purposes of pure
entertainment or distraction as seductively and realistically as possible. Thus, for
them, Hollywood movies, radio, mass-produced journalism, and advertising are
different only at the most superficial level. Furthermore, the culture industry has
become so successful that “art” and “life” are no longer wholly separable – which
is the theme later theorists of postmodernity took from the essay. (See Jameson
1990; and the Lyotard essay in this volume.) Of course “high” art still exists as
“mass culture”’s opposite, but for Adorno, in a famous phrase, these are two
halves of a whole that do not add up. 

Debate about the essay continues, but it is important to remember the
situation in which it was written. The Second World War had not quite ended, and
Adorno and Horkheimer were refugees from Nazi Germany living in the US.
Hitler’s totalitarianism (with its state control of cultural production) and the
American market system are fused in their thought – all the more easily because,
for them as members of the German (or rather the secularized German-Jewish)
bourgeoisie, high culture, particularly drama and music, is a powerful vehicle of
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civil values. It is also worth emphasizing that when this essay was written the
cultural industry was less variegated than it was to become, during the 1960s in
particular. Hollywood, for instance, was still “vertically integrated” so that the five
major studios owned the production, distribution, and exhibition arms of the film
business between them; television was still in its infancy; the LP and the single
were unknown; the cultural market had not been broken into various demographic
sectors – of which, in the 1950s, the youth segment was to become the most
energetic. This helps to explain how Adorno and Horkheimer neglect what was to
become central to cultural studies: the ways in which the cultural industry, while in
the service of organized capital, also provides the opportunities for all kinds of
individual and collective creativity and decoding. 

Further reading: Adorno 1991; Berman 1989; Connerton 1980; Jameson 1990;
Jay 1984a; Kracauer 1995; Pensky 1997. 

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 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. Even the aesthetic activities of political opposites are one in their
enthusiastic obedience to the rhythm of the iron system. The decorative industrial
management buildings and exhibition centres 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, towards which
the unleashed entrepreneurial 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 centres 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 discarded
after a short while like empty food cans. Yet the city housing projects designed to
perpetuate the individual as a supposedly independent unit in a small hygienic
dwelling make him all the more subservient to his adversary – the absolute power
of capitalism. Because the inhabitants, as producers and as consumers, are drawn
into the centre in search of work and pleasure, all the living units crystallize into
well-organized complexes. The striking unity of microcosm and macrocosm
presents men with a model of their culture: the false identity of the general and the
particular. 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 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.
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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
centres and the large number of widely dispersed consumption points is said to
demand organization 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 levelling 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 standardization 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
programmes which are all exactly the same. No machinery of rejoinder has been
devised, and private broadcasters are denied any freedom. They are confined to the
apocryphal 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 programmes 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 favours 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 a cheap imitation; or if a movement from a Beethoven
symphony is crudely ‘adapted’ for a film soundtrack 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 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 subjective
purposes of company directors, the foremost among whom are in the most powerful
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sectors of industry – steel, petroleum, electricity, and chemicals. Culture
monopolies are weak and dependent in comparison. They cannot afford to neglect
their appeasement of the real holders of power if their sphere of activity in mass
society (a sphere producing a specific type of commodity which anyhow is still too
closely bound up with easygoing liberalism and Jewish intellectuals) is not to
undergo a series of purges. The dependence 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. Market differentiations such as those of A
and B films, or of stories in magazines in different price ranges, depend not so much
on subject matter as on classifying, organizing, and labelling 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 quality, thus advancing the rule of complete
quantification. Everybody must behave (as if spontaneously) in accordance with his
previous determined and indexed level, and choose the category of mass product
turned out for his type. Consumers appear as statistics 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. 

How formalized the procedure is can be seen when the mechanically
differentiated 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 discuss as good or bad
points serve only 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 differences 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, details of patented gadgets; and for films
there are the number of stars, the extravagant use of technology, labour, 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. 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 fulfilling 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
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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 reproducing 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 theatre of illusion, leaves no room for imagination or reflection on
the part of the audience, who are 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 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
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 distraught, 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 programme the
social effect can be inferred which is exclusive to none but is shared by all alike. The
culture industry as a whole has moulded 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. 

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 rigour 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 unprepared and unresolved
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discord than the jazz arranger in suppressing any development 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 catalogue 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 accordingly. Like its
counterpart, avant-garde art, the entertainment 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. And the star performers, whether they produce or reproduce,
use this jargon as freely and fluently and with as much gusto as if it were the very
language which it silenced long ago. Such is the ideal of what is natural in this field
of activity, and its influence becomes all the more powerful, the more technique is
perfected and diminishes the tension between the finished product and everyday
life. The paradox of this routine, which is essentially travesty, can be detected and
is often predominant in everything that the culture industry turns out. A jazz
musician who is playing a piece of serious music, one of Beethoven’s simplest
minuets, syncopates it involuntarily and will smile superciliously when asked to
follow the normal divisions of the beat. This is the ‘nature’ which, complicated by
the ever-present and extravagant demands of the specific medium, constitutes the
new style and is a ‘system of non-culture, to which one might even concede a certain
“unity of style” if it really made any sense to speak of stylized barbarity’. 

The universal imposition of this stylized mode can even go beyond what is
quasi-officially sanctioned or forbidden; today a hit song is more readily forgiven
for not observing the thirty-two beats or the compass of the ninth than for containing
even the most clandestine melodic or harmonic detail which does not  conform to
the idiom. Whenever Orson Welles offends against the tricks of the trade, he is
forgiven because his departures from the norm are regarded as calculated mutations
which serve all the more strongly to confirm the validity of the system. The
constraint of the technically conditioned idiom which stars and directors have to
produce as ‘nature’ so that the people can appropriate it, extends to such fine
nuances that they almost attain the subtlety of the devices of an avant-garde work
as against those of truth. The rare capacity minutely to fulfil the obligations of the
natural idiom in all branches of the culture industry becomes the criterion of
efficiency. What and how they say it must be measurable by everyday language, as
in logical positivism. The producers are experts. The idiom demands an astounding
productive power, which it absorbs and squanders. In a diabolical way it has
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overreached the culturally conservative distinction between genuine and artificial
style. A style might be called artificial which is imposed from without on the
refractory impulses of a form. But in the culture industry every element of the
subject matter has its origin in the same apparatus as that jargon whose stamp it
bears. The quarrels in which the artistic experts become involved with sponsor and
censor about a lie going beyond the bounds of credibility are evidence not so much
of an inner aesthetic tension as of a divergence of interests. The reputation of the
specialist, in which a last remnant of objective independence sometimes finds
refuge, conflicts with the business politics of the church, or the concern which is
manufacturing the cultural commodity. But the thing itself has been essentially
objectified and made viable before the established authorities began to argue about
it. Even before Zanuck acquired her, St Bernadette was regarded by her latter-day
hagiographer as brilliant propaganda for all interested parties. That is what became
of the emotions of the character. Hence the style of the culture industry, which no
longer has to test itself against any refractory material, is also the negation of style.
The reconciliation of the general and particular, of the rule and the specific demands
of the subject matter, the achievement of which alone gives essential, meaningful
content to style, is futile because there has ceased to be the slightest tension between
opposite poles: these concordant extremes are dismally identical; the general can
replace the particular, and vice versa. 

Nevertheless, this caricature of style does not amount to something beyond the
genuine style of the past. In the culture industry the notion of genuine style is seen
to be the aesthetic equivalent of domination. Style considered as mere aesthetic
regularity is a romantic dream of the past. The unity of style not only of the Christian
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 a 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 known as classical, such as Mozart’s music, contain objective
trends which represent something different to the style which they incarnate. As late
as Schoenberg and Picasso, the great artists have retained a mistrust of style, and at
crucial points have subordinated it to the logic 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 language of music, painting, or words, in
the hope that it will be reconciled 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
conventional social forms is as necessary as it is hypocritical. It unconditionally
posits the real forms of life as it is by suggesting that fulfilment lies in their aesthetic
derivatives. To this extent the claim of art is always ideology too. However, only in
this confrontation with tradition of which style is the record can art express
suffering. That factor in a work of art which enables it to transcend reality certainly
cannot be detached from style; but it does not consist of the harmony actually
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realized, of any doubtful unity of form and content, within and without, of
individual and society; it is to be found in those features in which discrepancy
appears: in the necessary failure of the passionate 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 similarity with
others – on a surrogate identity. 

In the culture industry this imitation finally becomes absolute. Having ceased
to be anything but style, it reveals the latter’s secret: obedience to the social
hierarchy. Today aesthetic barbarity completes what has threatened the creations of
the spirit since they were gathered together as culture and neutralized. To speak of
culture was always contrary to culture. Culture as a common denominator already
contains in embryo that schematization and process of cataloguing and
classification which bring culture within the sphere of administration. And it is
precisely the industrialized, the consequent, 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 in the evening to the time they clock in again the next morning with
matter that bears the impress of the labour process they themselves have to sustain
throughout the day, this subsumption mockingly satisfies the concept of a unified
culture which the philosophers of personality contrasted with mass culture. 

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
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 fulfilment 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
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 [the film censor of the time] 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 licence 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 reproduction of beauty, which reactionary cultural fanaticism
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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 humour – 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 Hölderlin. 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 prepared 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
again unmistakably demonstrated and inflicted on its victims. To offer and to
deprive them of something is one and the same. This is what happens in erotic films.
Precisely because it must never take place, everything centres 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 labour movement. In contrast 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 resistance is
possible. The principle dictates that he should be shown all his needs as capable of
fulfilment, 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 practises 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 drudgery which the whole culture industry promises may be
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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. 

Amusement, if released from every restraint, would not only be the antithesis
of art but its extreme role. The Mark Twain absurdity with which the American
culture industry flirts at times might be a corrective of art. The more seriously the
latter regards the incompatibility with life, the more it resembles the seriousness of
life, its antithesis; the more effort it devotes to developing wholly from its own
formal law, the more effort it demands from the intelligence to neutralize its burden.
In some revue films, and especially in the grotesque and the funnies, the possibility
of this negation does glimmer for a few moments. But of course it cannot happen.
Pure amusement in its consequence, relaxed self-surrender to all kinds of
associations and happy nonsense, is cut short by the amusement on the market:
instead, it is interrupted by a surrogate overall meaning which the culture industry
insists on giving to its products, and yet misuses as a mere pretext for bringing in
the stars. Biographies and other simple stories patch the fragments of nonsense into
an idiotic plot. We do not have the cap and bells of the jester but the bunch of keys
of capitalist reason, which even screens the pleasure of achieving success. Every
kiss in the revue film has to contribute to the career of the boxer, or some hit song
expert or other whose rise to fame is being glorified. The deception is not that the
culture industry supplies amusement but that it ruins the fun by allowing business
considerations to involve it in the ideological clichés of a culture in the process of
self-liquidation. Ethics and taste cut short unrestrained amusement as ‘naïve’ –
naïveté is thought to be as bad as intellectualism – and even restrict technical
possibilities. The culture industry is corrupt; not because it is a sinful Babylon but
because it is a cathedral dedicated to elevated pleasure. On all levels, from
Hemingway to Emil Ludwig, from Mrs Miniver to the Lone Ranger, from Toscanini
to Guy Lombardo, there is untruth in the intellectual content taken ready-made from
art and science. The culture industry does retain a trace of something better in those
features which bring it close to the circus, in the self-justifying and nonsensical skill
of riders, acrobats and clowns, in the ‘defence and justification of physical as
against intellectual art’. But the refuges of a mindless artistry which represent what
is human as opposed to the social mechanism are being relentlessly hunted down by
a schematic reason which compels everything to prove its significance and effect.
The consequence is that the nonsensical at the bottom disappears as utterly as the
sense in works of art at the top. 

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 individuality is
rife: from the standardized jazz improvization to the exceptional 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 accidental 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
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millimetres. 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 comprehending tragedy and removing
its poison: only because individuals have ceased to be themselves and are now
merely centres where the general tendencies 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 individuality 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 leaders, technology has changed human beings from children
into persons. However, 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 existence
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, replete both with enthusiasm and abuse;
or a modern citydweller who can now imagine friendship only 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 individuals and movie heroes put together according to the patterns on
magazine covers vanishes a pretence 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 substitution 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 pretence.
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. By destroying they come
to fulfil.


