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The Culture Industry:

Enlightenment as Mass Deception

The sociological view that the loss of support from objective religion
and the disintegration of the last precapitalist residues, in conjunction
with technical and social differentiation and specialization, have given rise
to cultural chaos is refuted by daily experience. Culture today is infecting
everything with sameness. Film, radio, and magazines form a system. Each
branch of culture is unanimous within itself and all are unanimous togeth-
er. Even the aesthetic manifestations of political opposites proclaim the
same inflexible rhythm. The* decorative administrative and exhibition
buildings of industry differ little between authoritarian and other coun-
wries. The bright monumental structures shooting up on all sides show off
the systematic ingenuity of the state-spanning combines, toward which
the unfertered entrepreneurial system, whose monuments are the dismal
residential and commercial blocks in the surrounding areas of desolate
cities, was already swiftly advancing. The older buildings around the con-
crete centers already look like slums, and the new bungalows on the out-
skirts, like the flimsy structures at international trade fairs, sing the prais-
es of technical progress while inviting their users to throw them away after
short use like tin cans. But the town-planning projects, which are sup-
posed to perpetuate individuals as autonomous units in hygienic small
apartments, subjugate them only more completely to their adversary, the
total power of capital.* Just as the occupants of city centers are uniformly
summoned there for purposes of work and leisure, as producers and con-
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sumers, so the living cells crystallize into homogenous, well-organized
complexes. The conspicuous unity of macrocosm and microcosm con-
fronts human beings with a model of their culture: the false identity of
universal and particular. All mass culture under monopoly is identical, and
the contours of its skeleton, the conceptual armature fabricated by monop-
oly, are beginning to stand out. Those in charge no longer take much trou-
ble to conceal the structure, the power of which increases the more blunt-
ly its existence is admitted. Films and radio no longer need to present
themselves as art. The truth that they are nothing but business is used as an
ideology to legitimize the trash they intentionally produce. They call them-
selves industries, and the published figures for their directors’ incomes quell
any doubts about the social necessity of their finished products.

Interested parties like to explain the culture industry in technologi-
cal terms. Its millions of participants, they argue, demand reproduction
processes which inevitably lead to the use of standard products to meet the
same needs at countless locations. The technical antithesis between few
production centers and widely dispersed reception necessitates organiza-
tion and planning by those in control. The standardized forms, it is
claimed, were originally derived from the needs of the consumers: that is
why they are accepted with so little resistance. In reality, a cycle of manip-
ulation and retroactive need is unifying the system ever more tightly. What
is not mentioned is that the basis on which technology is gaining power
over society is the power of those whose economic position in society is
strongest.* Technical rationality today is the rationality of domination. It
is the compulsive character of a society alienated from itself. Automobiles,
bombs, and films hold the totality together until their leveling element
demonstrates its power against the very system of injustice it served. For
the present the technology of the culture industry confines itself to stan-
dardization and mass production and sacrifices what once distinguished
the logic of the work from that of society. These adverse effects, however,
should not be attributed to the internal laws of technology itself but to its
function within the economy today.* Any need which might escape the
central control is repressed by that of individual consciousness. The step
from telephone to radio has clearly distinguished the roles. The former lib-
erally permitted the participant to play the role of subject. The latter
democratically makes everyone equally into listeners, in order to expose
them in authoritarian fashion to the same programs put out by different
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stations. No mechanism of reply has been developed, and private trans-
missions are’ condemned to unfreedom. They confine themselves to the
apocryphal sphere of “amateurs,” who, in any case, are organized from
above. Any trace of spontaneity in the audience of the official radio is
steered and absorbed into a selection of specializations by talent-spotters,
performance competitions, and sponsored events of every kind. The tal-
ents belong to the operation long before they are put on show; otherwise
they would not conform so eagerly. The mentality of the public, which
allegedly and actually favors the system of the culture industry, is a part of
the system, not an excuse for it. If a branch of art follows the same recipe
as one far removed from it in terms of its medium and subject matter; if
the dramatic denouement in radio “soap operas™ is used as an instructive
example of how to solve technical difficulties—which are mastered no less
in “jam sessions” than at the highest levels of jazz—or if a movement from
Beethoven is loosely “adapted” in the same way as a Tolstoy novel is adapt-
ed for film, the pretext of meeting the public’s spontaneous wishes is mere
hor air. An explanation in terms of the specific interests of the technical
apparatus and its personnel would be closer to the truth, provided that
apparatus were understood in all its details as a part of the economic
mechanism of selection.* Added to this is the agreement, or at least the
common determination, of the executive powers to produce or let pass
nothing which does not conform to their tables, to their concept of the
consumer, or, above all, to themselves.

If the objective social tendency of this age is incarnated in the ob-
scure subjective intentions of board chairmen, this is primarily the case in
the most powerful sectors of industry: steel, petroleum, electricity, chemi-
cals. Compared to them the culture monopolies are weak and dependent.
They have to keep in with the true wielders of power, to ensure that their
sphere of mass society, the specific product of which still has too much of
cozy liberalism and Jewish intellectualism about it, is not subjected to a
series of purges.* The dependence of the most powerful broadcasting
company on the electrical industry, or of film on the banks, characterizes
the whole sphere, the individual sectors of which are themselves econom-
ically intertwined. Everything is so tightly clustered that the concentration
of intellect reaches a level where it overflows the demarcations between
company names and technical sectors. The relentless unity of the culture
industry bears witness to the emergent unity of politics. Sharp distinctions

Enlightenment as Mass Deception 97

like those between A and B films, or between short stories published in
magazines in different price segments, do not so much reflect real differ-
ences as assist in the classificarion, organizarion, and identification of con-
sumers. Something is provided for everyone so that no one can escape; dif-
ferences are hammered home and propagated. The hierarchy of serial
qualities purveyed to the public serves only to quantify it more complete-
ly. Everyone is supposed to behave spontaneously according to a “level”
determined by indices and to select the category of mass product manu-
factured for their type. On the charts of research organizations, indistin-
guishable from those of political propaganda, consumers are divided up as
statistical material into red, green, and blue areas according to income
group.

The schematic nature of this procédure is evident from the fact that
the mechanically differentiated products are ultimately all the same. That
the difference between the models of Chrysler and General Motors is fun-
damentally {llusory is known by any child, who is fascinated by that very
difference. The advantages and disadvantages debated by enthusiasts serve
only to perpetuate the appearance of competition and choice. It is no dif-
ferent with the offerings of Warner Brothers and Metro Goldwyn Mayer.
But the differences, even between the more expensive and cheaper prod-
ucts from the same firm, are shrinking—in cars to the different number
of cylinders, engine capacity, and details of the gadgets, and in films to the
different number of stars, the expense lavished on technology, labor and
costumes, or the use of the latest psychological formulae. The unified stan-
dard of value consists in the level of conspicuous production, the amount
of investment put on show. The budgeted differences of value in the cul-
ture industry have nothing to do with actual differences, with the mean-
ing of the product itself. The technical media, too, are being engulfed by
an insatiable uniformity. Television aims at a synthesis of radio and film,
delayed only for as long as the interested parties cannot agree. Such a syn-
thesis, with its unlimited possibilities, promises to intensify the impover-
ishment of the aesthetic material so radically that the identity of all indus-
trial cultural products, still scantily disguised today, will triumph openly
tomorrow in a mocking fulfillment of Wagner's dream of the total art
work. The accord between word, image, and music is achieved so much
more perfectly than in T#iszan because the sensuous elements, which com-
pliantly document only the surface of social reality, are produced in prin-
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ciple within the same technical work process, the unity of which they
express as their true content. This work process integrates all the elements
of production, from the original concept of the novel, shaped by its side-
long glance at film,* to the last sound effect. It is the triumph of invested
capital. To impress the omnipotence of capital on the hearts of expropri-
ated job candidates as the power of their true master is the purpose of all
films, regardless of the plot selected by the production directors.





