
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 differentia­
tion or specialization, have led to cultural chaos is disproved 
every day; for culture now hnpresses the same stamp on every­
thing. Films, radio and magazines make up a system which is 
uniform as a whole and in every part. Even the aesthetic activi­
ties of political opposites are one in their enthusiastic obedi­
ence 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 gleam­
ing towers that shoot up everywhere are outward signs of the 
ingenious planning of international concerns, toward which the 
uuleashed 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 centers look like slums, and the new 
bungalows on the outskirts are at one with the flimsy strnctures 
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 abso­
lute power of capitalism. Because the inhabitants, as producers 
and as consumers, are drawn into the center in search of work 
and pleasure, all the living units crystallize into well-organized 
complexes. The striking unity of microcosm and macrocosm 
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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 ide­
ology in order to justify the rubbish they deliberately produce. 
They call themselves industries; and when their directors' in­
comes are published, any doubt about the social utility of the 
finished products is removed. 

Interested parties explain the culture industry in technologi­
cal terms. It is alleged that because millions participate in it, 
certain reproduction processes are necessary that inevitably re­
quire identical needs in innumerable places to be satisfied with 
identical goods. The technical contrast between the few pro­
duction centers and the large number of widely dispersed 
consumption points is said to demand organization aud plan­
ning by management. Furthermore, it is claimed that stan­
dards were based in the first place on consumers' needs, and 
for that reason were accepted with so little resistance. Tr.e 
result is the circle of manipulation and retroactive need in 
which the unity of the system grows ever stronger. No men­
tion is made of the fact that the basis on which technology 
acquires power over society is the power of those whose eco­
nomic hold over society is greatest. A technological rationale 
is the rationale of domination itself. It is the coercive na­
ture of society alienated from itself. Automobiles, bombs, and 
movies keep the whole thing together until their leveling ele­
ment 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, sacri­
ficiug 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 
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clearly distinguished the roles. The former still allowed the sub­
scriber to play the role of subject, and was liberal. The latter is 
democratic: it turns all participants into listeners and authori­
tatively subjects them to broadcast programs which are all 
exactly the same. No machinery of rejoinder has been devised, 
and private broadcasters are denied any freedom. They are con­
fined 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 ab­
sorbed by talent scants, studio competitions and official pro­
grams of every kind selected by professionals. Talented per­
formers 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 
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 apparatus 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 them­
selves. 

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 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 
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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 power­
ful 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 eco­
nomically 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 ig­
nored. 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 different 
price ranges, depend not so much on subject matter as on classi­
fying, organizing, and labeling consumers. Something is pro­
vided 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 
previously determined and indexed level, and choose the cate­
gory 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 Gen­
eral 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 auto­
mobiles, 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, 
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labor, and equipment, and tbe introduction of tbe latest psy­
chological 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 
tbe slightest relation to factual values, to the meaning of tbe 
products tbemselves. 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 tbe impoverishment of aes­
tbetic matter so drastically, that by tomorrow the tbinly veiled 
identity of all industrial culture products can come triumphantly 
ont into the open, derisively fulfilling tbe Wagnerian dream of 
tbe Gesamtkunstwerk-the fusion of all tbe arts in one work. 
The alliance of word, image, and music is all the more perfect 
tban in Tristan because tbe sensuous elements which all ap­
provingly reflect tbe surface of social reality are in principle 
embodied in tbe same technical process, tbe unity of which be­
comes its distinctive content. This process integrates all tbe 
elements of tbe production, from tbe novel (shaped with an eye 
to tbe film) to the last sound effect. It is the triumph of in­
vested capital, whose title as absolute master is etched deep into 
tbe hearts of tbe dispossessed in the employment line; it is tbe 
meaningful content of every film, whatever plot tbe production 
team may have selected. 

The man with leisure has to accept what the culture manufac­
turers offer him. Kant's formalism still expected a contribution 
from tbe individual, who was tbought to relate tbe varied ex­
periences of tbe senses to fundamental concepts; but industry 
robs the individual of his function. Its prime service to the cus­
tumer is to do his schematizing for him. Kant said that there 
was a secret mechanism in the soul which prepared direct intui­
tions 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 appearance~ planned by those who serve 
up tbe data of experience, that is, by the culture industry, it is 
in fact forced upon the latter by the power of society, whicb 
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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 doue it for him. Art for the masses has destroyed the 
dream but still conforms to the teuets of that dreaming idealism 
which critical idealism balked at. Everything derives from con­
sciousness: for Malebranche aud Berkeley, from the conscious­
ness of God; in mass art, from the consciousness of the pro­
duction team. Not only are the hit songs, stars, and soap 
operas cyclically recurrent and rigidly invariable types, but the 
specific content of the entertaimnent 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 cliches to be slotted in 
anywhere; they never do anything more than fulfill the purpose 
allotted them in the overall plan. Their whole raison d' eire is to 
confirm it by being its constituent parts. As soon as the mm be­
gins, 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 development of the culture industry has led to the predomi­
nance 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 free­
dom, it became rebellious and, in the period from Romanticism 
to Expressionism, asserted itself as free expression, as a vehicle 
of protest against the organization. In music the single harmonic 
effect obliterated the awareness of form as a whole; in painting 
the individual color was stressed at the expense of pictorial 
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composition; and in the novel psychology became more impor~ 
tant than structure. The totality of the culture iudustry has put 
an end to this. Though concerned exclusively with effects, it 
crushes their insubordination and makes them subserve the 
formula, which replaces the work. The same fate is inflict.ed on 
whole and parts alike. The whole inevitably bears no ~elation. to 
the details-just like the career of a successful man mto whlc~ 
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 antith­
esis and no connection. Their prearranged harmony is a mock­
ery of what had to be striven after in the great bourg~ois wor~ 
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 cul­
ture industry. The old experience of the movie-go~r, who sees 
the world outside as an extension of the film he has Just left (be­
cause the latter is intent upon reproducing the world of every­
day perceptions), is now the producer's ~ideliue. 1.'~e more 
intensely and flawlessly his techniques duplicate empmcal ob­
jects, the easier it is today for the illusion to prevml that the 
outside world is the straightforward continuation of that pre­
sented on the screen. This purpose has been furthered by me­
chanical reproductiou since the lightuing takeover by the sound 
film. 

Real life is becoming indistinguishable from the movies. The 
sound film, far surpassing the theater of illusion, leaves no roo~ 
for imagination or reflection on the part of the audience, wh? 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 real­
ity. The stunting of the mass-media consumer's powers of imagi­
nation 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 sou~d film. 
They are so designed that quickness, powers of observation, and 
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expe~ence are un~eniably needed to apprehend them at all; yet 
su.stamed thought IS out of the question if the spectator is not to 
miss t.he 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 un­
able to supply what really makes it a world, do not have to 
dwell on particniar 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 consnmed with alertness even when the cus­
tomer i~ distra~ght, for ~ach of them is a model of the huge 
econonnc 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 iuferred which is exclusive to noue but is shared by all 
alike. The culture industry as a whole has molded men as a type 
unfailingly reproduced iu 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 exteuded in any way. 

The .art .hist?riaus and guardians of culture who complain of 
the extmction m the West of a basic style-determining power 
are .wroug. The stereotyped appropriation of everything, even 
the mchoate, for the purposes of mechanical reproduction sur­
passes the rigor and general currency of any "real style," in the 
sen~e ~n which cultural cognoscenti celebrate the organic pre­
c~pI:ahs~ past. No Palestrina could be more of a purist in 
elimrnatmg every uuprepared aud unresolved 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 
harm?nizes the melody in a different way, perhaps more simply, 
than IS customary now. No medieval builder can have scruti­
nized the subjects for church windows and sculptures more sus­
piciously than the studio hierarchy scrutiuizes a work by Balzac 
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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 nndergone by the hero or the exact point to which 
the leading lady's hemline shall be raised. The explicit and im­
plicit, exoteric and esoteric catalog of the forbidden and toler­
ated is so extensive that it not ouly 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, t~e 
entertaimnent industry determines its own language, down to Its 
very syntax and vocabulary, by the use of anathema. The con­
stant pressure to produce new effects (which must conform to 
the old pattern) serves merely as another rule to increase ~e 
power of the conventions when any single effect thr~atens to slip 
through the net. Every detail is so finuly 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 lan­
guage which it silenced long ago. Snch 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 di~nishes 
the tension between the finished product and everyday life. The 
paradox of this routine, w~ch is. essentially travesty, can be 
detected and is often predonnnant m everythmg 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 fol­
low the normal divisions of the beat. This is the "nature" which, 
complicated by the ever-present and extravagant demands of 
the specific medium, constitut~s the new style and is a ."srs~m 
of non-culture, to which one nnght even concede a cert~ umty 
of style' if it really made any sense to speak of stylIZed bar­
barity.'" 

The universal imposition of this stylized mode can even go 

1. Nietzsche, Unzeitgerniisse Betrachtungen, Werke, Vol. I (Leipzig, 
1917). p. 187. 

128 

THE CULTURE INDUSTRY: ENLIGHTENMENT AS MASS DECEPTION 

beyond what is quasi-officially sanctioned or forbidden; today a 
hit song is more readily forgiven for not observing the 32 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 con­
straint 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 fulfill the 
obligations of the natural idiom in ail 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 overreached the culturally conservative 
distinction between genuine and artificial style. A style might be 
called artificial which is imposed from without on the refractorj 
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 whpse 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 inter­
ests. 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 estab­
lished authorities began to argue about it. Even before Zanuck 
acquired her, Saint Bernadette was regarded by her latter-day 
hagiographer as brilliant propaganda for all interested parties. 
That is what became of the emotious 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 
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style. The reconciliation of the general and particular, of the 
rule and the specific demands of the subject matter, the achieve­
ment of which alone gives essential, meaningful content to style, 
is futile because there has ceased to be the slightest tension be­
tween 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 
ouly of the Christian Middle Ages bnt of the Renaissance ex­
presses 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 nsed 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 un­
heard. 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 
SchOnberg and Picasso, the great artists have retained a mistrust 
of style, and at crucial points have subordiuated it to the logic of 
the matter. What Dadaists and Expressionists called the un­
truth 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 domi­
nant 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 uncondition­
ally posits the real forms of life as it is by suggesting that fulfill­
ment lies in their aesthetic derivatives. To this extent the claim 
of art is always ideology too. However, only in this confronta-
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tion ~th tradition of :which style is the record can art express 
suffermg. That factor III a work of art which enables it to tran­
scend reality certainly cannot be detached from style; but it does 
not consist of the harmony actually 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 
~ppe~rs: III the necessary failure of the passionate striving for 
Identlty. 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 abso­
lnte. Having ceased to be anything but style, it reveals the lat­
ter's s~cret: obedience to the social hierarchy. Today aesthetic 
barbanty completes what has threatened the creations of the 
spirit since they were gathered together as culture and neutral­
ized. To speak of culture was always contrary to culture. Cul­
ture as ~ cO.mmon denominator already contains in embryo that 
schematIzatlOn and process of cataloging and classification 
which bring culture within the sphere of administration. And 
it is precisely the industrialized, the consequent, snbsumption 
which entirely accords with this notion of culture. By subordi­
nating in the same way and to the same end all areas of intel­
lectual 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 ~rocess they themselves have to sustain throughout the 
day, this subsumption mockingly satisfies the concept of a nni­
fied culture which the philosophers of personality contrasted 
with mass culture. 

And so the culture industry, the most rigid of all styles, proves 
to be the goal of liberalism, which is reproached for its lack of 
style. Not only do its categories and contents derive from liber­
alism--<iomesticated naturalism as well as operetta and revue 
-but the modem culture monopolies form the economic area 
in which: together with the corresponding entrepreneurial types, 
for the tIme being some part of its sphere of operation survives, 
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despite the process of disintegration elsewhere. It is still possible 
to make one's way in entertainment, if one is not too obstinate 
about one's own concerns, and proves appropriately pliable. 
Anyone who resists can only survive by fitting in. Once his par­
ticular brand of deviation from the norm has been noted by the 
industry, he belongs to it as does the land-reformer to capital­
ism. Realistic dissidence is the trademark of anyone who has a 
new idea in business. In the public voice of modern society 
accusations are seldom audible; if they are, the perceptive can 
already detect signs that the dissident will soon be reconciled. 
The more immeasurable the gap between chorus and leaders, 
the more certainly there is room at the top for everybody who 
demonstrates his superiority by well-planned originality. Hence, 
in the culture industry, too, the liberal tendency to give full 
scope to its able men survives. To do this for the efficient today 
is still the function of the market, which is otherwise proficiently 
controlled; as for the market's freedom, in the high period of 
art as elsewhere, it was freedom for the stupid to starve. Sig­
nificantly, the system of the culture industry comes from the 
more liberal industrial nations, and all its characteristic media, 
such as movies, radio, jazz, and magazines, flourish there. Its 
progress, to be sure, had its origin in the general laws of capital. 
Gaumont and PatM, Ullstein and Hugenberg followed the in­
ternational trend with some success; Europe's economic depen­
dence on the United States after war and inflation was a con­
tributory factor. The belief that the barbarity of the culture 
industry is a result of "cultural lag," of the fact that the Amer­
ican consciousness did not keep up with the growth of tech­
nology, is quite wrong. It was pre-Fascist Europe which did not 
keep up with the trend toward the culture monopoly. But it was 
this very lag which left intellect and creativity some degree of 
independence and enabled its last representatives to exist-how­
ever dismally. In Germany the failure of democratic control to 
permeate life had led to a paradoxical situation. Many things 
were exempt from the market mechanism which had invaded 
the Western countries. The German educational system, uni­
versities, theaters with artistic standards, great orchestras, and 
museums enjoyed protection. The political powers, state and 
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m~nicipalities, which had inherited such institutions from abso­
IUllsm, had left them with a measure of the freedom from th 
forces of power which dominates the market, just as princes an~ 
feudal lords ha~ do~e up to the ~eteenth century. This 
strengthened art m this late phase agamst the verdict of supply 
and demand, and increased its resistance far beyond the actual 
?egree of protection. In the market itself the tribute of a qual­
Ity for v:hICh .no use had been found was turned into purchasing 
power; m this way, respectable literary and music publishers 
conld help authors who yielded little more in the way of profit 
than the respect of the connoisseur. But what completely fet­
tered the artIst was the pressure (and the accompanying drastic 
threats), al~ays to fit into business life as an aesthetic expert. 
Formerly, like Kant and Hume, they signed their letters "Your 
most humble and obedient servant," and undermined the foun­
dations of thro~e and altar. Today they address heads of gov­
ernmen~ by theIr ~r~t .names, yet in every artistic activity they 
are subject to theIr illiterate masters. The analysis Tocqueville 
offered a century ago has in the meantime proved wholly ac­
curate. Under the private culture monopoly it is a fact that 
"tyranny leaves the body free and directs its attack at the sov1. 
The ruler no longer says: You must think as I do or die. He 
says: Y.ou are free no~ to think as I do; your life, your property, 
everything shall remam yours, but from this day on you are a 
stranger among US."2 Not to conform means to be rendered 
powerless, economically and therefore spiritually-to be "self­
employed." When the outsider is excluded from the concern he 
~an only. too easily.be accused of incompetence. Whereas today 
I~ ~atena: pro?UctlOn the mechanism of supply and demand is 
dlSmtegratmg, m the superstructure it still operates as a check 
in the rulers' favor. The consumers are the workers and em­
~Ioyees, the farmers and lower middle class. Capitalist produc­
tion so confines them, body and soul, that they fall helpless vic­
tims to what is. off."red them. As naturally as the ruled always 
took the morality Imposed upon them more seriously than did 
the rulers themselves, the deceived masses are today captivated 

2. Alexis de Tocqueville, De la Democratie en Amhique" Vol. II 
(Paris, 1864), p. 151. 
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by the myth of success eveu more thau the successful are. Im­
movably, they insist on the very ideology which enslaves them. 
The misplaced love of the common people for the wrong which 
is done them is a greater force than the cunning of the authori­
ties. It is stronger even than the rigorism of the Hays Office, just 
as in certain great times iu history it has inflamed greater forces 
that were turned agaiust it, namely, the terror of the tribunals. 
It calls for Mickey Rooney in preference to the tragic Garbo, 
for Donald Duck instead of Betty BOop. The indnstry snbmits 
to the vote which it has itself inspired. What is a loss for the 
firm which cannot fully exploit a contract with a declining star 
is a legitimate expense for the system as a whole. By craftily 
sanctioning the demand for rubbish it inaugurates total har­
mony. The connoisseur and the expert are despised for their 
pretentious claim to know better than the others, even thongh 
culture is democratic and distributes its privileges to all. In view 
of the ideological truce, the conformism of the buyers and the 
effrontery of the producers who supply them prevail. The result 
is a constant reproduction of the same thing. 

A coustant sameness governs the relationship to the past as 
well. What is new about the phase of mass culture compared 
with the late liberal stage is the exclusion of the new. The 
machine rotates on the same spot. While determining consump­
tion it excludes the untried as a risk. The movie-makers distrust 
any manuscript which is not reassuringly backed by a bestseller. 
Yet for this very reason there is never-ending talk of ideas, 
novelty, and surprise, of what is taken for granted but has never 
existed. Tempo and dynamics serve this trend. Nothing remains 
as of old; everything has to run incessantly, to keep moving. For 
only the universal triumph of the rhythm of mechanical produc­
tion and reproduction promises that nothing changes, and noth­
ing unsuitable will appear. Any additions to the well-proveu 
culture inventory are too much of a speculation. The ossified 
forms-such as the sketch, short story, problem film, or hit 
song-are the standardized average of late liberal taste, dic­
tated with threats from above. The people at the top in the 
culture agencies, who work in harmony as only one manager 
can with another, whether he comes from the rag trade or from 
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college, have long since reorganized and rationalized the objec­
tive spirit. One might think that an omnipresent authority had 
sifted the material and drawn up an official catalog of cultural 
commodities to provide a smooth supply of available mass­
produced lines. The ideas are written iu the cultural firmament 
where they had already been numbered by Plato-and were in­
deed numbers, incapable of increase and immutable. 

Amusement and all the elements of the culture industry ex­
isted long before the latter came into existence. Now they are 
taken over from above and brought up to date. The culture 
industry can pride itself on having energetically executed the pre­
viously clumsy transposition of art into the sphere of consump­
tion, on making this a principle, on divesting amusement of its 
obtrusive naivetes and improving the type of commodities. The 
more absolute it became, the more ruthless it was in forcing 
every outsider either into bankruptcy or into a syndicate, and 
became more refined and elevated-until it ended up as a syn­
thesis of Beethoven and the Casino de Paris. It enjoys a double 
victory: the truth it extinguishes without it can reproduce at 
will as a lie within. "Light" art as such, distraction, is not a 
decadent form. Anyone who complains that it is a betrayal of 
the ideal of pure expression is under an illusion about society. 
The purity of bourgeois art, which hypostasized itself as a world 
of freedom in contrast to what was happening in the material 
world, was from the beginning bought with the exclusion of the 
lower classes-with whose cause, the real universality, art keeps 
faith precisely by its freedom from the ends of the false univer­
sality. Serious art has been withheld from those for whom the 
hardship and oppression of life make a mockery of seriousness, 
and who must be glad if they can use time not spent at the pro­
duction line just to keep going. Light art has been the shadow 
of autonomous art. It is the social bad conscience of serious art. 
The truth which the latter necessarily lacked because of its 
social premises gives the other the semblance of legitimacy. The 
division itself is the truth: it does at least express the negativity 
of the culture which the different spheres constitute. Least of all 
can the antithesis be reconciled by absorbing light into serious 
art, or vice versa. But that is what the culture industry attempts. 
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The eccentricity of the circns, peepshow, and brothel is as em­
barrassing to it as that of Schonberg and Karl Kraus. And so 
the jazz musician Benny Goodman appears with the Budapest 
string quartet, more pedantic rhythmically than any pWlhar­
monic clarinettist, while the style of the Budapest players is as 
uniform and sugary as that of Guy Lombardo. But what is sig­
nificant is not vulgarity, stupidity, and lack of polish. The cul­
ture industry did away with yesterday's rubbish by its own per­
fection, and by forbidding and domesticating the amateurish, 
although it constantly allows gross blunders without which the 
standard of the exalted style cannot be perceived. But what 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 repe­
tition. That its characteristic innovations are never anything 
more than improvements of mass reproduction is not exterual 
to the system. It is with good reason that the interest of innu­
merable 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 worship 
shows itself more effectively in the omnipresence of the stereo­
type 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 en­
tertainment; that will ultimately be broken not by an outright 
decree, but by the hostility inherent in the principle of enter­
tainment 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 accep­
tance of the public's needs as recorded at the box-office-a pro­
cedure which was hardly thought necessary in the pioneering 
days of the screen. The same opinion is held today by the cap­
tains of the film industry, who take as their criterion the more 
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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 indus­
try resides in its identification with a manufactured 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 are inevitably after­
images of the work process itself. The ostensible content is 
merely a faded foreground; what sinks in is the automatic suc­
cession of standardized operations. What happens at work, in 
the factory, or in the office can only be escaped from by ap­
proximation to it in one's leisure time. All amusement suffers 
from this incurable malady. Pleasure hardens into boredom be­
cause, if it is to remain pleasure, it must not demand any effort 
and therefore moves rigorously in the worn grooves of associa­
tion. No independent thinking must be expected from the all.di­
ence: the product prescribes 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, developments 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 char­
acters 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 sur­
prise interrupts the story-line. The tendency mischievously to 
fall back on pure nonsense, which was a legitimate part of pop­
ular art, farce and clowning, right up to Chaplin and the Marx 
Brothers, is most obvious in the unpretentious kinds. This ten-
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dency 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 ob­
jects of comedy and terror, is massacred and fragmented. Nov­
elty songs have always existed on a contempt for meaning 
which, as predecessors and successors of psychoanalysis, they 
reduce to the monotony of sexual symbolism. Today detective 
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 situa­
tions which have almost ceased to be linked in any way. 

Cartoons were once exponents of fantasy as opposed to ra­
tionalism. They ensured that justice was done to the creatures 
and objects they electrified, by giving the maimed specimens a 
second life. All they do today is to confirm the victory of tech­
nological reason over truth. A few years ago they had a con­
sistent plot which only broke up in the final moments in a crazy 
chase, and thus resembled the old slapstick comedy. Now, how­
ever, time relations have shifted. In the very first sequence a 
motive is stated so that in the course of the action destruction 
can get to work on it: with the audience in pursuit, the protag­
onist becomes the worthless object of general violence. The 
quantity of organized amusement changes into the quality of 
organized cruelty. The self-elected censors of the film industry 
(with whom it enjoys a close relationship) watch over the un­
folding of the crime, which is as drawn-out as a hunt. Fun re­
places the pleasure which the sight of an embrace would 
allegedly afford, and postpones satisfaction till the day of thy 
pogrom. In so far as cartoons do any more than accustom the 
senses to the new tempo, they hammer into every brain the 
old lesson that continuous friction, the breaking down of all 
individual resistance, is the condition of life in this society. 
Donald Duck in the cartoons and the unfortunate in real life get 
their thrashing so that the audience can learn to take their own 
punishment. . 

The enjoyment of the violence suffered by the movie char-
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acter turns into violence against the spectator, and distraction 
into exertion. Nothing that the experts have devised as a stimu­
lant must escape the weary eye; no stupidity is allowed in the 
face of all the trickery; one has to follow everything and even 
display the smart responses shown and recommended in the 
film. This raises the question whether the cnlture industry ful­
fills the function of diverting minds which it boasts about so 
loudly. If most of the radio stations and movie theaters were 
closed down, the consnmers wonld 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 wrecking. 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 nsed to look out of the window when there were still 
h.o~es and rest in ~e evening. The unemployed in the greac 
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 eco­
nomic system which refuses to exploit resources to abolish 
hunger. 

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 repre-
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senting 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 mas­
ochistic semblance. There is no erotic situation which, while 
insinuating and exciting, does not fail to indicate umnistakably 
that things can never go that far. The Hays Office merely con­
firms the ritual of Tantalus that the culture industry has estab­
lished anyway. Works of art are ascetic and unashamed; the 
culture industry is pornographic and prudish. Love is down­
graded 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 fihn 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 wholeheartedly serves in its me­
thodical 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 Schaden­
freude 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 capitu­
lating 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 fihns portray 
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sex to the accompaniment of resounding laughter. But Baude­
laire is as devoid of humour as Hiilderlin. In the false society 
laughter is a disease which has attacked happiness and is draw­
ing it into its worthless totality. To laugh at something is always 
to deride it, and the life which, according to Bergson, in laugh­
ter 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 audi­
ence is a parody of humanity. Its members are monads, all 
dedicated to the pleasure of being ready for anything at the ex­
pense of everyone else. Their harmony is a caricature of soli­
darity. What is fiendish about this false laughter is that it is a 
compeiling 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 pmduct of 
the culture industry, the permanent denial imposed by civiliza­
tion 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 fihns. Precisely be­
cause it must never take place, everything centers upon copnla­
tion. In fihns 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 contrast to the liberal era, industrialized as 
well as popnlar 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. 
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The principle dictates that he should be shown all his needs as 
capable of -fulfillment, but that those needs should be so pre­
determined 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 drudgery which 
the whole cnlture 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 pre­
designed 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 fUms, and especially in the grotesque and the fun­
nies, the possibility of this negation does glimmer for a few mo­
ments. But of course it caunot happen. Pure amusement in its 
conseqnence, relaxed self-surrender to all kinds of associations 
and happy nonsense, is cut short by the amusement on the mar­
ket: 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. Biog­
raphies and other simple stories patch the fragments of non­
sense 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 cliches of a culture in the process 
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of self-liquidation. Ethics and taste cut short unrestrained amuse­
ment as "nalve"-nalvete is thought to be as bad as intellec­
tualism-and even restrict technical possibilities. The culture 
industry is corrupt; not because it is a sinful Babylon but be­
cause it is a cathedral dedicated to elevated pleasure. On all 
levels, from Hemingway to Emil Ludwig, from Mrs. Miniver to 
the Lone Rauger, from Toscanini to Guy Lombardo, there is 
untruth in the intellectual coutent taken ready-made from art 
and science. The culture industry does retain a trace of some­
thing 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 "defense and justification of physical as 
against intellectual art.'" But the refuges of a mindless artistry 
which represents what is human as opposed to the social mecha­
nism are being relentlessly hunted down by a schematic reason 
which compels everything to prove its significance and effect. 
The conseqnence is that the nonsensical at the bottom disap­
pears as utterly as the sense in works of art at the top. 

The fusion of culture and entertainment that is taking place 
today leads not only to a depravation of culture, but inevitably 
to an intellectualization of amusement. This is evident from t!,e 
fact that only the copy appears: in the movie theater, the photo­
graph; on the radio, the recording. In the age of liberal expansion, 
amusement lived on the unshaken belief in the future: things 
would remain as they were and even improve. Today this belief 
is once more intellectualized; it becomes so faint that it loses 
sight of any goal and is little more than a magic-lantern show 
for those with their backs to reality. It consists of the meaning­
ful emphases which, parallel to life itself, the screen play puts 
on the smart fellow, the engineer, the capable girl, ruthlessness 
disgnised as character, interest in sport, and finally automobiles 
and cigarettes, even where the entertainment is not put down to 
the advertising account of the immediate producers but to that 
of the system as a whole. Amusement itself becomes an ideal, 
taking the place of the higher things of which it completely de­
prives the masses by repeating them in a manner even more 

3. Frank Wedekind, Gesammelte Werke, Vol. IX (Munich, 1921), p. 
426. 
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stereotyped than the slogans paid for by advertising interests. 
Inwardness, the subjectively restricted form of truth, was always 
m~re at the mercy of the outwardly powerful than they im­
agmed. The culture industry turns it into an open lie. It has now 
become mere twaddle which is acceptable in religious best­
sellers, psychological films, and women's serials as an embar­
rassingly agreeable garnish, so that genuine personal emotion in 
real life can be all the more reliably controlled. In this sense 
amusement carries out that purgation of the emotions which 
Aristotle once attributed to tragedy and Mortimer Adler now 
allows to movies. The culture industry reveals the truth about 
catharsis as it did about style. 

The stronger ?,e ,Positions of the culture industry become, the 
more summa~ly It can deal with consumers' needs, producing 
~em, controlliog them, disciplioing them, and even withdraw­
'~g amusement: no limits are set to cultural progress of this 
kmd. ~ut the t~nde.ncy i~ immanent in the principle of amuse­
ment Itself, which IS enlIghtened in a bourgeois sense. If the 
need for amusement was in large measure the creation of in­
dustry, which used the subject asa means of recommending the 
~ork to the masses-the oleograph by the dainty morsel it de­
p,cted, or the cake mix by a picture of a cake--amusement al­
w~ys reveals the ~uence of.business, the sales talk, the quack's 
spIel. But the ongmal 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 sacrificing the inescapable claim of 
every work, however inane, within its limits to reflect the whole. 
Pleas~re always mea~s .not to think .about anything, to forget 
~n~enng even ~here It IS s~own. BaSICally it is helplessness. It 
IS flIght; not, a~ I.S asserted, flIght from a wretched reality, but from 
the last remammg thought of resistance. The liberation which 
amusement promises is freedom from thought and from negation. 
The ~~~ontery of the rh.et?rical question, "What do people 
want? hes m the fact that It IS addressed-as if to reflective indi­
viduals-to those very people who are deliberately to be deprived 
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of this individuality. Even when the public does-exceptionally­
rebel against the pleasure industry, all it can muster is that feeble 
resistance which that very industry has inculcated in it. Never­
theless, it has become increasingly difficult 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 in­
creasing. 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 probabilities. Not everyone 
will be lucky one day-but the person who draws the wimIing 
ticket, or rather the one who is marked out to do so by a higher 
power-usually by the pleasure industry itself, which is repre­
sented as IOlceasingly 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 gnlf separating 
them from it. Only one girl can draw the lucky ticket, only oue 
man can win the prize, and if, mathematically, all have the 
same chance, yet this is so infiuitesimal 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. Whenever 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 demon­
strates the insurmountable 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 
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in~ignifi~ant, and this is just what he finds out when time de­
pnves him of this similarity. This changes the inner structure of 
~e religIOn of success-otherwise strictly maintained. Increas­
mg 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 
?y the ideology. Movies emphasize chance. By stoppin~ at no~h­
mg to ens~re that all the characters are essentially alike, With 
the exceptIOn of the villain, and by excluding non-conforming 
~aces (for example, those which, like Garbo's, do not look as 
If yo.u 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 be­
yond their powers will be asked of them. But at the same time 
they are given a hint that any effort wonld be useless because 
even bourgeois luck no longer has any connection with the cal­
culable effect of their own work. They take the hint. Fundamen­
tally th~y all recognize chance (by which one occasionally 
makes hiS fortune) as the other side of planning. Precisely be­
ca~se the forces of SOciety are so deployed in the direction of 
~ationaiity that ~yone might become an engineer or manag~r, 
It ~as ceased entIrely to be a rational matter who the one Will 
be m. whom society will invest training or confidence for snch 
functIons. ~hance and planning become one and the same thing, 
b."canse, gtven men's equality, individual success and failure­
?ght up to the top-lose any economic meaning. Chance itself 
IS pl~nned, not because it affects any particular individual but 
precisely because !t .is believed to playa 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. :rhis freedom is symbolized in the various media of the culture 
mdustry by the arbitrary selection of average individuals. In a 
maga:ine'~ detailed accounts of the modestly magnificent pleas­
ure-tn!'". 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 re-
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fleeted. They are mere matter-<lO much so that those in con­
trol 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 hnman and personal anecdote. In either case they remain 
objects. 

The less the culture industry has to promise, the less it can 
offer a meaningful explanation of life, and the emptier is the 
ideology it disseminates. Even the abstract ideals of the har­
mony and beneficence of society are too concrete in this age of 
universal publicity. We have even learned how to identify ab­
stract concepts as sales propaganda. Langnage 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 judg­
ments are taken either as advertising or as empty talk. Accord­
ingly ideology has been made vagne and noncommittal, and 
thus neither clearer nor weaker. Its very vagneness, its almost 
scientific aversion from committing itself to anything which 
cannot be verified, acts as an instrument of domination. It be­
comes a vigorous and prearranged promulgation of the status 
quo. The culture industry tends to make itself the embodi­
ment of authoritative pronouncements, and thus the irrefutable 
prophet of the prevailing order. It skilfully steers a winding 
course between the cliffs of demonstrable misinformation and 
manifest truth, faithfully reproducing the phenomenon whose 
opaqueness blocks any insight and installs the ubiqnitous and 
intact phenomenon as ideal. Ideology is split into the photograph 
of stubborn life and the naked lie about its meaning-which is 
not expressed but suggested and yet drummed in. To demon­
strate its divine nature, reality is always repeated in a purely 
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Cynical way. Such a photological proof is of course not strin­
gent, but i~ is overpowering. Anyone who doubts the power of 
monotony. IS ~ f?ol. The culture industry refutes the objection 
?Iade ~gamst It .Just as well as that against the world which it 
ImpartIally.duplicates. The only choice is either to join in or to 
be left behind: those provinCials who have recourse to eternal 
beauty and the amateur stage in preference to the cinema and 
the radio are already-politically-at the point to which mass 
culture drives its supporters. It is sufficiently hardened to de­
ride as ideology, if need be, the old wish-fulfillments the father­
ideal and absolute feeling. The new ideology has a~ its objects 
the world as such. It makes use of the worship of facts by no 
more than elevating a disagreeable existence into the world of 
facts in representing it meticulously. This transference makes 
existence itself a substitute for meaning and right. Whatever 
the camera reproduces is beautiful. The disappointment of the 
prospect that one might be the typist who wins the world trip is 
matched by the disappointing appearance of the accurately 
photographed areas which the voyage might include. Not Italy 
IS offered, but evidence that it exists. A film cali even go so far 
as to show the Paris in which the American girl thinks she will 
still her d~sire as a ~opelessly desolate place, thus driving her 
the more mexorably mto the arms of the smart American boy 
~he could have met at home anyhow. That this goes on, that, in 
ItS most recent phase, the system itself reproduces the life of 
th.ose of w~om it consists instead of immediately doing away 
With them, IS ev~n l?ut down to its credit as giving it meaning 
~nd. wo~h. Contmumg and continuing to join in are given as 
JustificatIOn for the blind persistence of the system and even for 
its immutability. What repeats itself is healthy, like the natural 
or industrial cycle. The same babies grin eternally out of the 
magazines; the jazz machine will pound away for ever. In spite 
of all the progress in reproduction techniques, in controls and 
the. specialities, and in spite of all the restless industry, the bread 
which the culture industry offers man is the stone of the stereo­
type. It draws on the life cycle, on the well-founded amazement 
that mothers, in spite of everything, still go on bearing children 
and that the wheels still do not grind to a halt. This serves to 
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confirm the immutability of circumstances. The ears of corn 
blowing in the wind at the end of Chaplin's The Great Dictator 
give the lie to the anti-Fascist plea for freedom. They are like 
the blond hair of the German girl whose camp life is photo­
graphed by the Nazi film company in the summer breeze. Na­
ture is viewed by the mechanism of social domination as a 
healthy contrast to society, and is therefore denatured. Pictures 
showing green trees, a blue sky, and moving clouds make these 
aspects of nature into so many cryptograms for factory chim­
neys and service stations. On the other hand, wheels and ma­
chine components must seem expressive, having been degraded 
to the status of agents of the spirit of trees and clouds. Nature 
and technology are mobilized against all opposition; and we 
have a falsified memento of liberal society, in which people sup­
posedly wallowed in erotic plush-lined bedrooms instead of tak­
ing open-air baths as in the case today, or experie~cing bre~k­
downs in prehistoric Benz models instead of shooting off With 
the speed of a rocket from A (where one is anyhow) to B 
(where everything is just the same). The triumph of the gigan­
tic concern over the initiative of the entrepreneur is praised by 
the cnlture industry as the persistence of entrepreneurial ini'ia­
tive. The enemy who is already defeated, the thinking individual, 
is the enemy fought. The resurrection in Germany of the anti­
bourgeois "Haus SonnenstOsser," and the pleasure felt when 
watching Life with Father, have one and the same meaning. 

In one respect, admittedly, this hollow ideology is in deadly 
earnest: everyone is provided for. "No one must go hungry or 
thirsty; if anyone does, he's for the concentration camp!" This 
joke from Hitler's Germany might shine forth as a maxim from 
above all the portals of the culture industry. With sly naivete, 
it presupposes the most recent characteristic of society: that it 
can easily find out who its supporters are. Everybody is goar­
anteed formal freedom. No one is officially responsible for what 
he thinks. Instead everyone is enclosed at an early age in a sys­
tem of churches, clubs, professional associations, and other such 
concerns, which constitute the most sensitive instrument of so­
cial control. Anyone who wants to avoid ruin must see that he 
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is not found wauting when weighed in the scales of this appa­
ratus. Otherwise he will lag behind in life, and finally perish. In 
every career, and especially in the liberal professions, expert 
knowledge is linked with prescribed standards of conduct; this 
can easily lead to the illusion that expert knowledge is the only 
thing that counts. In fact, it is part of the irrational planning of 
this society that it reproduces to a certain degree only the lives 
of its faithful members. The standard of life enjoyed corre­
sponds very closely to the degree to which classes and individ­
uals are essentially bound up with the system. The manager can 
be relied upon, as can the lesser employee Dagwood-as he is 
in the comic pages or in real life. Anyone who goes cold and 
hungry, even if his prospects were once good, is branded. He is 
an outsider; and, apart from certain capital crimes, the most 
mortal of sins is to be an outsider. In films he sometimes, and 
~s an exception, becomes an original, the object of maliciously 
mdulgent humor; but usually he is the villain, and is identified 
as such at first appearance, loug before the action really gets 
going: hence avoiding any suspiciou that society would turn on 
those of good will. Higher up the scale, in fact, a kind of wel­
fare state is coming into being today. In order to keep their 
own positions, men in top posts maintain the economy in which 
a highly-developed technology has in principle made the masses 
redundant as producers. The workers, the real bread-winners, 
are fed (if we are to believe the ideology) by the managers of 
the economy, the fed. Hence the individual's position becomes 
precarious. Under liberalism the poor were thought to be lazy; 
now they are automatically objects of suspicion. Anybody who 
is not provided for outside should be in a concentration camp, 
or at any rate in the hell of the most degrading work and the 
s.lums. The culture indnstry, however, reflects positive and nega­
tive welfare for those under the administrators' control as direct 
human solidarity of men in a world of the efficient. Noone is 
forgotten; everywhere there are neighbors and welfare workers, 
Dr. Gillespies and parlor philosophers whose hearts are in the 
right place and who, by their kind intervention as of man to 
man, cure individual cases of socially-perpetuated distress­
always provided that there is no obstacle in the personal de-
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pravity of the unfortunate. The promotion of a friendly at­
mosphere as advised by management experts and adopted by 
every factory to increase output, brings even the last private 
Impulse under social control precisely because it seems to relate 
men's circumstances directly to production, and to reprivatize 
them. Such spiritual charity casts a conciliatory shadow onto 
the products of the culture industry long before it emerges from 
the factory to invade society as a whole. Yet the great benefac­
tors of mankind, whose scientific achievements have to be writ­
ten up as acts of sympathy to give them an artificial human 
interest, are substitutes for the national leaders, who finally de­
cree the abolition of sympathy and think they can prevent any 
recurrence when the last invalid has been exterminated. 

By emphasizing the "heart of gold," society admits the suf­
fering 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 
composure 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 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 ",elf supply, 
but which it needs if it is somehow to remain i",uuul 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~ulturally-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 hnman fate is still possible, and that it must at 
all costs be represented uncompromisingly. Life in all the as­
pects which ideology today sets out to duplicate shows up all 
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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 coopera~e, whereas its paradoxical significance once lay in a 
hop~less res1Sta~ce ~o mythic destiny. Tragic fate becomes just 
purushment, 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 production, for ex­
ample, the villainous character appears as a hysterical woman 
who (with presumed clinical accuracy) tries to ruin the happi­
ness of her opposite number, who is truer to reality, and her­
self suffers a quite untheatrical 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 
thi~d 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 restramt on tragedy. The description of the dramatic formula 
by the housewife as "getting into trouble and out again" em­
braces the whole of mass culture from the idiotic women's serial 
to the. top ~roduction. Even the worst ending which began with 
good mtentlOns confirms the order of things and corrupts the 
tragic force, either because the woman whose love runs counter 
to th~ laws of the game plays with her death for a brief spell of 
happmess, or because the sad ending in the film all the more 
clearly stresses ~he .in~estructibility of actual life. The tragic 
film becomes an mstitutlOn 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 recalci­
tr~ce show ev~rywhere, are to be kept in order by the sight of 
an mexorable hfe 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 individ­
ual who is thoroughly weary must use his weariness as energy 
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for his surrender to the collective power which wears him out. 
In films, those permanently desperate situations whi<;h crush the 
spectator in ordinary life somehow become a proffilse that one 
can go on living. One has only to become aw~re of o~e'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 era such as Dablin's Berlin Alexanderplatz and FaIlada's 
Kleiner Mann, Was Nun, this trend was as obvious as in the 
average film and in the devices ?f jazz. What all th",:e. t!lli'gs 
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 ente~rise, ?n the manage~~nt 
and inheritance of which the bourgeOis family and the position 
of its head had rested, became hopelessly dependent. Everybody 
became an employee; and in this civilization of. employees ~e 
dignity of the father (questionable anyhow~ vamshes. ~e atti­
tude of the individual to the racket, busmess, profeSSIOn or 
party, before or after admission, the FUhrer's gesticulations be­
fore the masses, or the snitor's before his sweetheart, assume 
specifically masochistic traits. The attitude into whic~ every­
body is forced in order to give repeated proof of his mO.ral 
snitability for this society reminds one of the boys who, durmg 
tribal initiation, go round in a circle with a stereotyped smil~ on 
their faces while the priest strikes them. Life in the late capital­
ist era is a constant initiation rite. Everyone must show that he 
wholly identifies himself with the power which is ?elabo~ng 
him. This occurs in the principle of jazz syncopation, which 
simultaneously derides stumbling and makes. it a rule: T~e 
eunuch-like voice of the crooner on the radio, the herress 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 socle~; 
everyone can be happy, if only h~will capitulate ~ully and sa.cn­
fice his claim to happiness. In hiS weakness society recogmzes 
its strength, and gives him some of it. His defenselessness m~es 
him reliable. Hence tragedy is discarded. Once the opposition 
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of the individual to society was its substance. It glorified "the 
bravery and freedom of emotion before a powerful enemy, an 
exalted affliction, a dreadful problem."4 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 rebelliousness 
-signifies Fascism. This can be seen in the humaultariaulsm 
w~ch Doblin uses to let his Biberkopf find refuge, and again in 
socially-slanted films. The capacity to find refuge, to survive 
one's own ruiu, 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 reminiscent 
of the sad lack of couviction of the homecoming soldier with no 
interest in the war, or of the casual laborer who ends up by 
joining a paramilitary organization. This liquidation of tragedy 
confirms the abolition of the individual. 

In the culture industry the iudividual is an illusion not merely 
because of the standardization of the means of production. He 
is tolerated ouly so loug 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 originallty. 
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 ouly 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 Fre~ch accent, the deep voice of the woman of the world, 
the Lubltsch touch: finger prints ou 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 gener-

4. Nietzsche, Gotzendammerung, Werke, Vol. VIII, p. 136. 
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ality. Pseudo individuallty is the prereqnisite for. co~?rehending 
tragedy and removing its poison: ouly because mdivlduals have 
eased to be themselves and are now merely centers where ~e 

;eneral tendencies meet, is it pos.sible to ~eceive them agam, 
whole and entire, into the generality. In this way mass culture 
discloses the fictitious character of the "individual" in the bou~­
geois era, and is merely unjust in boasting on account of thiS 
dreary harmony of general and particular. The principle of in­
dividuality was always full of contradictio? I~dividuation has 
never really been achieved. Self-preservation m the .. hap~ of 
class has kept everyone at the stage of a. mere ~p~C1es bel~g. 
Every bourgeois characteristic, in spite of. ItS deViation and m­
deed because of it, expressed the same thing: the harshnes~ of 
the competitive society. The individual who supported SOCIety 
bore its disfignring mark; seemingly free, he was actually ~e 
product of its economic and social apparatus. Po~er based It­
self on the prevailing conditions of power when It sought t~e 
approval of persons affected ?y ~t: As it pro~ressed, b?urge~ls 
society did also develop the mdiVidual. Agamst the will of ItS 
leaders, technology has changed human beings from childre.n 
into persons. However, every advance in individuation of !Lis 
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 particu~ar purpose. T.he bo~rgeois whos~ ex­
istence is split into a busmess a?d a pr:va~e life, whos.e ~nvate 
life is split into keeping up his pubhc Image . and mtJm~cy, 
whose intimacy is split into the surly partnership of ~am~ge 
and the bitter comfort of being quite alone, at odds With him­
self and everybody else, is already virtually a Nazi, replete both 
with enthusiasm and abuse; or a modern city-dweller who can 
now ouly imagine friendship as a "social contact": tha~ is, as 
being in social contact with others with whom he has no mward 
contact. The ouly reason why the culture industry can deal so 
successfully with individuality is that the latter has ~lway~ r:­
produced the fragility of society. On the fac~s of pnvate mdl­
viduals and movie heroes put together accordmg 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 
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secret satisfaction that the effort to achieve individnation 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 mnst collapse becanse of such a psychological split, or 
that the deceitful substitution of the stereotype for the indi­
vidual 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 physiogno­
mies 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 fulfill. 

The idolization of the cheap involves making the average the 
heroic. The highest-paid stars resemble pictures advertising un­
specified proprietary articles. 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 
consumptiou. 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 recom­
mended individually. For a few coins one can see the fihn which 
cost millions, for even less one can buy the chewing gnm 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 country. The best orchestras in the world~learly 
not so--are brought into your living room free of charge. It is 
~ 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 np 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. 
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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, 
becanse they really knew in advance what would happen, so the 
movie-goer sticks knowingly to the institution. With. the cheap­
ness of mass-produce luxury goods and its complement, the 
universal swindle, a change in the character of the art com­
modity itself is coming about. What is new is not that it is a 
commodity, 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 ouly 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 pat­
ronage shielded the artist from the market, they were dependent 
on the buyer and his objectives. The purposelessness of the 
great modem 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 autonomy was ouly 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 experi­
enced and stubborn businessman in disposing of the last quar­
tets, 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 suc­
cumb to the ideology are precisely those who cover up the con­
tradiction instead of taking it into the consciousness of their 
own production as Beethoven did: he went on to express in 
music his anger at losing a few pence, and derived the meta­
physical Es Muss Sein (which attempts an aesthetic banishment 
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of the pressure of the world by taking it into itself) from the 
~ous~k~eper's de~and for her monthly wages, The principle of 
Idealistic aesthetics-purposefulness without a purpose-re­
ver~es the scheme of things to which bourgeois art conforms 
socially: purposelessness for the purposes declared by the mar­
ket. At last, in the demand for entertainment and relaxation 
pU1;pose has absorbed the realm of purposelessness. Bnt as th~ 
Illslstence 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 
~tagonistic society promise themselves from the work of art is 
Itself, to a great extent, that very existence of the useless which 
is abolished by complete inclusion under use. The work of art 
by completely assimilating its.elf to need, deceitfully deprive~ 
me~ o~ preclsel~ that liberatIOn from the principle of utility 
whICh It should Illaugurate. What might be called use value in 
the rec~ption of culn;ral commodities is replaced by exchange 
value; III place of enjoyment there are gallery-visiting and fac­
tual knowledge: the prestige seeker replaces the connoisseur. 
The co:,su~e~ becomes the ideology of the pleasure industry, 
whose IllslitutlOns he cannot escape. One simply "has to" have 
seen Mrs. Miniver, just as one "has to" subscribe to Lite 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 exchauged. The use value of art its 
mode of being, is treated as a fetish; and the fetish the wo~k's 
social rating (misinterpreted as its artistic status) becomes its 
use ~alue-the o.nly quality which is enjoyed. The commodity 
functIOn of art disappears only to be wholly realized when art 
becomes a species of commodity instead, marketable and inter­
changeable like 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 "unsaleabiIity" as soon 
as the transaclion 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 
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the sublime puff that the symphony was not interrupted ?y any 
advertising: "This concert is brought to you as a public ser­
. e" The illusion was made possible by the profits of the VIC. 
nited automobile and soap manufacturers, whose payments 

~eep the radio stations going-and, of course, by the increas~d 
sales of the electrical industry, which manufactures the radio 
sets. Radio, the progressive latecomer of mass culture, draws 
all the consequences at present denied the film. by it~ pseudo­
market. The technical structure of the commercial radio system 
makes it immune from liberal deviations such as those the 
movie industrialists can still permit themselves in their own 
sphere. It is a private enterprise whlch rea~y does represent the 
sovereigu whole and is therefore some .dlstance ahead o~ t~e 
other iudividual combines. Chesterfield IS merely the natIOn s 
cigarette, but the radio is the voice of the nation. I:,. bringi~g 
cultural products wholly into the sphere of commodltJes, radio 
does not try to dispose of its culture goods th~ms~lves as com­
modities straight to the consumer. In Amenca It collects no 
fees from the public, and so has acquired the illusory form of 
disinterested unbiased authority whlch suits Fascism admirably. 
The radio b~comes the universal mouthpiece of the Fiihrer; his 
voice rises from street loud-speakers to resemble the howling of 
sirens aunouncing panic-from which modem propaganda cau 
scarcely be distinguished anyway. The Natio~al Socialists .kn.ew 
that the wireless gave shape to their canse Just as the pnntmg 
press did to the Reformation. The metaphysical charisma of the 
FUhrer invented by the sociology of religion has finally turned 
out to be no more than the omnipresence of his speeches on the 
radio, which are a demoniacal parody of the omnipresence of 
the divine spirit. The gigantic fact that the speech penetrates 
everywhere replaces its content, just as the benefactIOn of t~e 
Toscanini broadcast takes the place of the symphony. No "s­
tener can grasp its true meaning any longer, while the Fi.iI:rer's 
speech is lies anyway. The inherent tendency of radiO IS to 
make the speaker's word, the false commandment, absolute. A 
recommendation becomes an order. The recommendatIOn of the 
same commodities under different proprietary names, the sci­
entifically based praise of the laxative in the announcer's smooth 
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voice between the overture from La Traviata and that from 
~i~nzi is the only thing that no longer works, because of its 
silliness. One day the edict of production, the actual advertise­
ment (whose actuality is at present concealed by the pretense 
of a choice) can tum into the open command of the FUhrer. In 
a society of huge Fascist rackets which agree among themselves 
what part of the social product should be allotted to the na­
tion's needs, it would eventually seem anachronistic to recom­
mend the use of a particular soap powder. The FUhrer is more 
up-to-date in unceremoniously giving direct orders for both the 
holocaust and the supply of rubbish. 
.. Even today the culture industry dresses works of art like po­

hlical sl?gans and forces them upon a resistant public at re­
duced pn~es; they are as accessible for public enjoyment as a park. 
But the disappearance of their genuine commodity character does 
not mean that they bave been abolished in the life of a free so­
ciety, but that the last defense against their reduction to cnlture 
goods has fallen. The abolition of educational privilege by the 
device of clearance sales does not open for the masses the 
sp~e~es fro~ which .they were fonnerly excluded, but, given 
eXlstm? SOCIal conditions, contributes directly to the decay of 
education and the progress of barbaric meaninglessness. Those 
who spent their money in the nineteenth or the early twentieth 
century to see a play or to go to a concert respected the per­
fonnance as much as the money they spent. The bourgeois who 
wanted to get s~mething out of it tried occasionally to establish 
some rapport With the work. Evidence for this is to be found in 
the literary "introductions" to works, or in the commentaries on 
~aust. These were the first steps toward the biographical coat­
mg and oth,;" practices to which a work of art is subjected 
today. ~ven m the early, prosperous days of business, exchange­
~alue did car~ ~se val~e as a mere appendix but had developed 
It as a prereqUisite for Its own existence; this was socially help­
ful for works of art. Art exercised some restraint on the bour­
geois as I~ng as it cost money. That is now a thing of the past. 
Now that It has lost every restraint and there is no need to pay 
any money, the proximity of art to those who are exposed to it 
completes the alienation and assimilates one to the other under 
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the banner of triumphant objectivity. Criticism and respect ~­
appear in the culture industry; the fonner becomes a mecha,m­
cal expertise, the latter is succeeded by a ~hallow cul.t of leadmg 
personalities. Consumers now find nothing expensive. Never­
theless, they snspect that the less anything costs, the less it is 
being given them. The doub~e mistrus~ of tr~di~ional cnlture as 
ideology is combined with nustrust of mdustnaIized culture as a 
swindle. When thrown in free, the now debased works of art, 
together with the rubbish to which the me~u.m assimilates 
them, are secretly rejected by the fortunate reCiplent.s, who are 
supposed to be satisfied by the mere fact that there IS so much 
to be seen and heard. Everything can be obtained. The screenos 
and vaudevilles in the movie theater, the competitions for guess­
ing music, the free books, rewards and gifts offered on certain 
radio programs, are not mere accidents but a continuation of 
the practice obtaining with culture products. The symphony be­
comes a reward for listening to the radio, and-if technology 
had its way-the fihn would be delivered to people's homes .as 
happens with the radio. It is moving toward the co:nmer.clal 
system. Television points the way to a development which might 
easily enough force the Warner Brothers into what wonld cer­
tainly be the unwelcome position of serious musicians and cul­
tural conservatives. But the gift system has already taken hold 
among consumers. As culture is represented as a bonus ~th 
undoubted private and social advantages, they have to seIZe 
the chance. They rush in lest they miss something. Exactly 
what, is not clear, but in any case the only ones with a ch~ce 
are the participants. Fascism, however, hope~ ~o use the. tr~­
ing the culture industry has given these reclple?ts of gJfts, m 
order to organize them into its own forced battalions. 

Culture is a paradoxical commodity. So completely is it ~u?ject 
to the law of exchange that it is no longer exchanged; It IS so 
blindly consumed in use that it can no longer be used. '!here­
fore it amalgamates with advertising. The more meamngless 
the latter seems to be under a monopoly, the more onmipotent 
it becomes. The motives are markedly economic. One could cer­
tainly live without the culture industry, therefore it necessarily 
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creates too much satiation and apathy. In itself, it has few re­
sources itself to correct this. Advertising is its elixir of life. But 
~s its produ.ct ~ever fa~s to reduce to a mere promise the en­
J?ymen~ which. I~ pro~ses as a commodity, it eventually coin­
cides With pU.b.hclty, ~hich it nee~s. because it cannot be enjoyed. 
I~ a cO!:npetltI~e society, advertismg performed the social ser­
vice of mformlllg the buyer about the market· it made choice . ' 
e~sler and ~elped the unknown but more efficient supplier to 
dispose of his goods. Far from costing time, it saved it. Today, 
when the free market is coming to an end, those who control 
the system are entrenching themselves in it. It strengthens the 
firm bond between the consumers and the big combines. Only 
~?se who c.an pa~ the exorbitant rates charged by the adver­
tismg agencies, chief of which are the radio networks them­
selves; that is, only those who are already in a position to do 
so, or are co-opted by the decision of the banks and industrial 
capital, can enter the pseudo-market as sellers. The costs of 
adve~ising, whic~ finally flow back into the pockets of the 
combmes, make It unnecessary to defeat unwelcome outsiders 
by .Ia~orious competition. They guarantee that power will re­
malll m the same hands-not unlike those economic decisions 
by whic~ the esta.blis.hment and running of undertakings is con­
tr~lIe~ m a totali:anan state. Advertising today is a negative 
pnnclple, a blocking device: everything that does not bear its 
stamp is economically suspect. Universal publicity is in no way 
necess~y for people to get to know the kinds of goods-whose 
sup~ly IS restncted anyway. It helps sales only indirectly. For a 
p~rtlCular firm, to phase out a current advertising practice con­
stItutes a loss ?f pres~ige, ~d a breach of the discipline im­
posed by. the mfluentml clique on its members. In wartime, 
goods. whlC~ are unobtainable are still advertised, merely to 
keep I~dustnal power m view. Subsidizing ideological media is 
more Important than the repetition of the name. Because the 
syst:m obliges e~~ry p;,oduct to use advertising, it has permeated 
the IdIOm-the s.tyl.e --of the culture industry. Its victory is 
so complet: that It IS no longer evident in the key positions: 
the huge bUlldlllgs of the top men, floodlit stone advertisements 
are fr:ee of advertising; at most they exhibit on the rooftops, i~ 
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monumental brilliance and without any self-glorification, the 
finn's initials. But, in contrast, the nineteenth-century houses, 
whose architecture still shamefully indicates that they can be 
used as a consumption commodity and are intended to be lived 
in, are covered with posters and inscriptions from the ground 
right up to and beyond the roof: until they become no more 
than backgrounds for bills and sign-boards. Advertising be­
comes art and nothing else, just as Goebbels-with foresight­
combines them: {'art pour ['art, advertising for its own sake, a 
pure representation of social power. In the most influential 
American magazines, Life and Fortune, a quick glance can now 
scarcely distinguish advertising from editorial picture and text. 
The latter features an enthusiastic and gratuitous account of the 
great man (with illustrations of his life and grooming habits) 
which will bring him new fans, while the advertisement pages 
use so many factual photographs and details that they represent 
the ideal of information which the editorial part has only begun 
to try to achieve. The assembly-line character of the culture in­
dustry, the synthetic, planned method of turning out its prod­
ucts (factory-like not only in the studio but, more or less, in the 
compilation of cheap biographies, pseudodocumentary novels, 
and hit songs) is very suited to advertising: the important indi­
vidual points, by becoming detachable, interchangeable, and 
even technically alienated from any connected meaning, lend 
themselves to ends external to the work. The effect, the trick, 
the isolated repeatable device, have always been used to exhibit 
goods for advertising purposes, and today every monster 
close-up of a star is an advertisement for her name, and every 
hit song a plug for its tune. Advertising and the culture industry 
merge technically as well as economically. In both cases the 
same thing can be seen in innumerable places, and the mechani­
cal repetition of the same culture product has come to be the 
same as that of the propaganda slogan. In both cases the insis­
tent demand for effectiveness makes technology into psycho­
technology, into a procedure for manipulating men. In both 
cases the standards are the striking yet familiar, the easy yet 
catchy, the skillful yet simple; the object is to overpower the 
customer, who is conceived as absent-minded or resistant. 
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By the language he speaks, he makes his own contribution to 
culture as publicity. The more completely language is lost in 
the announcement, the more words are debased as substantial 
vehicles of meaning and become signs devoid of quality; the 
more purely and transparently words communicate what is in­
tended, the more impenetrable they become. The demytholo_ 
gization of language, taken as an element of the whole process 
of eulightenment, is a relapse into magic. Word and essential 
content were distinct yet inseparable from one another. Con-

o cepts like melancholy and history, even life, were recognized in 
the word, which separated them out and preserved them. Its 
form simultaneously constituted and reflected them. The abso­
lute separation, which makes the moving accidental and its 
relation to the object arbitrary, puts an end to the superstitious 
fusion of word and thing. Anything in a determined literal se­
quence which goes beyond the correlation to the event is re­
jected as unclear and as verbal metaphysics. But the result is 
that the word, which can now be only a sigu without any mean­
ing, becomes so fixed to the thing that it is just a petrified for­
mula. This afiects language and object alike. Instead of making 
the object experiential, the purified word treats it as an abstract 
instance, and everything else (now excluded by the demand for 
ruthless clarity from expression-itself now banished) fades 
away in reality. A left-half at football, a black-shirt, a member 
of the Hitler Youth, and so on, are no more than names. If be­
fore its rationalization the word had given rise to lies as well as 
to longing, now, after its rationalization, it is a straitjacket for 
longing more even than for lies. The blindness and dumbness 
of the data to which positivism reduces the world pass over into 
language itself, which restricts itself to recording those data. 
Terms themselves become impenetrable; they obtain a striking 
force, a power of adhesion and repulsion which makes them 
like their extreme opposite, incantations. They come to be a 
kind of trick, because the name of the prima donna is cooked 
up in the studio on a statistical basis, or· because a welfare state 
is anathematized by using taboo terms such as "bureancrats" 
or "intellectuals," or because base practice uses the name of the 
country as a charm. In general, the name-to which magic most 
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billboards and in the advertisement columns of newspapers. In­
numerable people use words and expressions which they have 
either ceased to understand or employ only because they trigger 
off conditioned reflexes; in this sense, words are trade-marks 
which are finally all the more firmly linked to the things they 
denote, the less their linguistic sense is grasped. The minister for 
mass education talks incomprehendingly of "dynamic forces," 
and the hit songs unceasingly celebrate "reverie" and "rhapsody," 
yet base their popularity precisely on the magic of the unintel­
ligible as creating the thrill of a more exalted life. Other stereo­
types, such as memory, are still partly comprehended, but 
escape from the experience which might allow them content. 
They appear like enclaves in the spoken language. On the radio 
of Flesch and Hitler they may be recoguized from the affected 
pronunciation of the announcer when he says to the nation, 
"Good night, everybody!" or "This is the Hitler Youth," and 
even intones "the FUhrer" in a way imitated by millions. In such 
cliches the last bond between sedimentary experience and lan­
guage is severed which still had a reconciling effect itt dialect in 
the nineteenth century. But in the prose of the journalist Whose 
adaptable attitude led to his appointment as an all-German edi­
tor, the German words become petrified, alien terms. Every 
word shows how far it has been debased by the Fascist pseudo­
folk community. By now, of course, this kind of language is 
already uuiversal, totalitariau. All the violence doue to words is 
so vile that one can hardiy bear to hear them any longer. The 
annonncer does not need to speak pompously; he wonld indeed 
be impossible if his inflection were different from that of his 
particular audience. But, as against that, the language and ges­
tures of the audience and spectators are colored more strongly 
than ever before by the culture industry, even in fine nuances 
which cannot yet be explaiued experimentally. Today the cul­
ture industry has taken over the civiliziug inheritance of the 
entrepreueurial 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 
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