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tatked in his inaugural address of merging American social science rescarch
methods with speculative social theory, the Institute undertook few multi-
discipliary projects, and never really returned to serious work on develop-
ing a %Eaman social theory of the current epoch.

Instead, Adorno and Horkheimer turned once again to philosophy,
which they taught in most of their lecture and seminar courses upon reset-
thing in Gemany. Horkheimer, as already noted, hardly produced any
independent work of value thereafter; and while Adorne became the most
prolific and fascinating writer of his generation, his work is highly idio-
syncratic and cannot be taken as an expression of a multidisciplinary
research program, even though he continued to express his ideas coneern-
ing social research and theory and to defend Critical Theory against
positivism.?!

In the following four chapters, I shall focus on the contributions of the
Critical Theorists to theories of art and mass culture and communication
(Chapter 3), the consumer and administered society (Chapter 6) and devel-
opments within contempeorary capitalist societies and their perspectives on
social change {Chapters 7 and 8). The reason for a more systematic focus
than in previous chapters is that, in the absence of Institute artempts to
develop a systematic and comprehensive social theory of the present age,
the elaboration of Critical Theory heneeforth took place in a variety of
essays, books and lectures produced by various members of the Institute at
different times, which often exhibit great differences, even conflicts.

Critical Theory also became more highly theoretical, for the most part.
and less closely connected with cither empirical research or vadical palitics
than in the earlier phases. The major contributions of Critical Theorists
would now be to philosophy and cultural analysis und critique, rather than
to social theory per se - though I shall attempt to show that fragments of a
theory of society are still evident in their works. Consequently I shall focus
on those aspects of Critical Theory which [ believe constitute some of its
central contributions to radical social theory and cultural criticism. Since
the work of Critical Theorists at this stage is cven more fragmented and less
systematic than in preceding stages, I shall draw on a varicty of works,
often from different periods, to present what I consider their major con-
tributions and deficiencies. The following chapters will thus be especially
concerned with what aspects of classical Critical Theory are most useful for
radical social theory and politics today, and what elements should be
discarded or significantly modified and developed.
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From ‘Authentic Art’ to the
Culture Industries

Critical Theory’s analyses of the functions of culture, ideclogy and the
mass media in contemporary socleties are among its most valuable legacies.
The Critical Theorists exceled as critics of both ‘high culture’ and ‘mass
culture’, and produced many important texts in these areas. Their work iy
distinguished by the close connection between social theory and cultural
eritique: and by their ability to contextualize culture within social develop-
ments. In particular, their theory of culture was bound up with analysis of
the dialectic of enlightenment. Culture, once a refuge of beauty and truth,
was falling prey, they believed, 1o tendencies toward rationalizaton,
standardization and conformity, which they saw as a consequence of the
triumphb of the instrumental rationality that was coming to pervade and
structure ever more aspects of life. Thus, while culture once cultivated
individuality, it was now promoting conformity and was a crucial part of
‘the totally administcred society’ that was preducing ‘the end of the
individual’.

This pessimistic analysis of the fate of culture in modernity was part and
parcel of Institute pessimism concerning the rise of the totally administered
society in its fascist, democratic state capitalist, and state Communist
forms. Yet the Institute continued to privilege culture as an important, and
often overlooked, source of social knowledge, as well as a potential form of
social criticism and opposition. As Adorno wrote:

The task of [culwural] criticism must be not so much o search for the particular
interest-groups to which cultural phenomena are to be assigned, but rather to
decipher the general social tendencies which are expressed in these Egnuoanﬂ_uw wz&
through which the most powerful interests realize themselves. Cultural criticism
must become social physiognomy. The more the whole divests iwself of all
spontaneous elements, is socially mediated and filtered, is ‘consciousness,” the more

it becomes ‘culrure’.!
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This passage points both o the position of Critical Theory that admin-
istered culture was coming to play ever more fundamental roles in social
production and reproduction, and that analysis of culture can provide
crucial insights into social processes. Critical Theory thus assigned a central
role to cultural criticism and ideology critique precisely because of the
central role of culture and ideology within contemporary capitalist
societies. This focus on culture - which cotresponded 1o some of the
Institute members’ deepest intercsts - took the form of a systematic inquiry
into the different types, forms and cffects of culture and ideology in
contemporary capitalist societies, These ranged from theoretical reflections
on the dialectics of culture - that is, the ways in which culture could be both
a force of social conformity and one of opposition - to critiques of rnass
culture and aesthetic reflections on the emancipatory potential of high art.

In this chapter I shall discuss some of the cultural phenomena with which
the Critical Theorists were concerned, though, given the wealth of material
in this field, I shall necessarily have to be selective, [ begin with a discussion
of the Institute’s distinction between *high art’ and ‘mass culture’ (5.1),
and continue with more detailed analvses of lts critique of the culture
industries {5.2). Then I offer some alternative perspectives on mass com-
munication and culture and some criticisms of the Institute's culmural
theory (5.3). Focus will be on the extent to which classical Critical Theory
continues to be valid and useful for cultural criticism today.

5.1 Dialectics of Culture

In the fitst issue of the Zeitschrift fiir Sezialforschung, articles appeared by
Lowenthal and Adorno which set forth, respectively, programs for a
sociology of literature and a theory and critique of mass culture.? In ‘On
Sociology of Literature’, Lowenthal argues against dominant idealist and
philological approaches in favor of a practice which analyzes texts and other
cultural objects within their social and historical contexts. Refusing to study
literature as a self-contained ohject, Lowenthal would become 3 plonecr in
the development of the sociology of literature, as well as a trenchant critic of
mass culture,

Rejecting a positivistic historicism which would putatively produce a
‘science of literature’, as well as all metaphysical and idealist approaches to
art which would see it as an autonomous expression of creative genius,
Lowenthal proposes a historieal and sociological approach based on the
principles of historical materialism:

Such concern with the historical and sociolegical dimensions of literature requires a
theary of histary and society. . .. the historical explanation of literature has to
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address the extent to which particular social structures find expression in m_._&in_c.m_
literary works and what function these works perform in sociery. Man is mvolved in
mﬁnnwmm relations of production througheut his history.These relations present
themselves socially as classes in struggle with each other, and the &ne‘lowﬂbnsﬁ. of
their relationship forms the real basis for the various cultural spheres. The mﬁwn_mn
structure of production, i.e. the economy, is the independent explanatory variable
not only for the legal forms of property and organization of mnmﬁn_m:n_ mocn,_,:n:_nﬂ
but, at the same time, for the shape and gquality of human life in each _.:MSE,Q:
epoch. . . . A genuine, explanatory history of literature must _u..ﬂOnnqa on material-
istic principles. That is to say, it must investigate the economic wUénEan as they
present themselves in literature, as well as the :Eumnﬂ_ which ﬁ.rm Emﬁn:mrmﬁ_nm:%
interpreted work of art has in the econumically determined society. (pp. 247-8)

Lowenthal stresses the importance of a theory of mediations which will
articulate the interconnections betwesn society and the work of art,
including cla¥s, psychology, ideology and the artistic materials .ncz.w.baw
available, These and other mediations constitute the aesthetic o_u.._mnﬂ
though for a historical materialist approach, ‘the concept of ideclogy will be
decisive for the social explanarion of all phenomena of the m:ﬁmwmﬂ;ﬂc.nm
from legal institutions (o the arts. Ideology is false no:mnmo:m,smmm of moﬂmw
contradictions and attempts to replace them with the Ecm_oz.m. of momwmw
harmony. Indeed, literary studies are largely an investigation of ideologies
(p. 248). .

Lowenthal illustrates his position by addressing issues of form, motif m:.._n_
content central to literary analysis. He shows how a histarical materialist
approach provides access to aspects of a work of art c/\‘n_,_oorna.ww con-
ventional literary theories, and thus enriches our approach to literature
without necessarily being reductive. He concludes with a call for an
‘aesthetics of reception’ as part of this problematic which would analyze the
reception and social functions of literature:

It has always been of great interest to me why a task as impaortant as the study of the
reception of literature among various social groups vm.w _.unnd so urtterly neglected
even though a vast pool of research material is available in journals and newspapers,
in letters and memoirs. A materialistic history of literature, c:rma__un_,nm by Hrm,
anxious protection of the literary ates by its self-styled m.:mwn:msw and without ,mwm: _,&
getting stranded in a quagmire of routine philology or mindless data collection, is
well-prepared w tackle this task, (p. 254)

In addition to pioneering atrempts to develop a sociology of :ﬁ..mH.mE_,m_
the Institute was among the first to apply the Marxian method of :.u_moﬁmw
critique 10 the products of mass culture. Whereas Critical .meo:mz like
Horkheimer and Marcuse never really analyzed any artifacts o.m mass
culture, others, like Adorno and Lowenthal, developed global theories and
critiques, while carrying out detailed studics of what they came to call Em
‘culture industries’. Adorno began the Institute critique of mass culture in
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his 1932 article ‘On the Social Situation of Music’, and continued it in a
series of studies of popular music and other forms of mass culture over the
next decades.® Initially Adorno criticized popular music production for its
commadification, rationalization, ferishism and reification of musical
materials ~ thus applying the key neo-Marxist social categories to culture —
while subsequently criticizing as well as the ‘regression’ in hearing produced
by popular music, The framework for his critique was thus the Instituie
theory of the spread of rationalization and reification into cvery aspect of
social life and the resultant decline of the individual.

A remarkable individual on the margins of the Institute, Walter Benja-
min, contested the tendency to sharply separate ‘authentic art’ from mass
culture and to valorize one at the expense of the other.t For Benjamin,
mechanical reproduction ~ his term for the processes of social rational-
ization described by Adorne and others n the Institute - robbed high art of
its ‘aura’, of the aestheric power of the work of art, relared to 1ts earlier
funcrions in magic and religious culs and as a spiritual ohject in the
religions of art celebrated in movements like Romanticism or ‘art for art’s
sake’. In these cases the ‘aura’ of the work derived from its supposed
authenticity, its uniqueness and individuality. In an era of mechanical
reproduction, however, art appeared in the form of commodities like other
mass-produced items, and lost i special power as a ranscendent object,
especially in mass-produced objects like photographs and films with their
photo negatives and techniques of mass reproduction. Benjamin regarded
this process - which he belicyed to be irreversible - ambivalently:

For the first time in world history, mechanical reproduction emancipaies the work of
art from its parasitica) dependence on ritual. To an even greater degree the work of
art reproduced becomes the work of an designed for reproducibility, From 4
photographic negative, for exarple, one can make any number of prints; to ask for
the ‘authentic” print makes no sense. But the instant the criterion of authenticity
ceases to be applicable to artistic production, the wtal function of art s reversed,

Instead of being based on ritual, it begins to be based on another practice - polirics,
{p. 224)

Whereas Adorno tended to criticize precisely the maost mechanically
mediated works of mass culture for their standardization and loss of aesthetic
quality, while celebrating those works that most steadfastly resisted com-
modification and mechanical reproduction, Benjamin saw progressive
features in high art’s loss of its auratic quality and is becoming more
politicized. Such arr, he claimed, assumed more of an ‘exhibition valuc’
than a cultic or religious value, and thus demystified its receprion. Further-
more, he believed that proliferation of mass art, especially through film,
would bring images of the contemporary world to the masses, and would
help raise political consciousness by encouraging scrutiny of the world, as
well as by bringing socially critical images 10 millions of spectators:
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By close-ups of the things around us, by focusing on _rmaao.n Qnﬁ:_mm Om,_,mﬂ._w:mﬁ
objects, by exploring commonplace milicus under the ingenious m.camnpm, on e
nm.BQ,m. the film, on the one hand, extends our ncavmnwnﬂa&os of H_.Hn necessiies
which w,.:_n our lives; on the other hand, it manages to assure us of an immense MEM
unexpected fleld of action, Qur taverns and our wdm:,o.bo_:mn streets, our omwnwm. M:n_
furnished rooms, our railroad stations and our Hmnﬁoﬂ_nm,mttnwam& to have us _uon M
up hopelessly. Then came the film and gs,m,ﬂ this H.,._:mon.s,«c_.E mmc.n&nﬂ._ N ﬁnM
dynamite of the tenth of a second, so that now, in the midst of its far-flang ruins a
debris, we calmly and adventurausly go taveling. (p. 236)

Benjamin claimed that the mode of viewing film broke with the rever-
ential mode of aesthenc perception and awe n:nOCmman.U% the m.uo:,wm.ooﬁ
cultural elite who promoted the religion of art. ?\Hmzﬁmmm. in m_m.u. 1t§ wrmﬁr
effects’, the conditions of mass spectatorship, the Q_mncmmmpon o.m Hmw:nw,.s..?nr
viewing [ilms encouraged, and other ?.m.EH,mm of Hrw w_sngmcn.wxﬁm:maﬁ
produced, in his view, a new sort of social and Uo_.:_o& experience of m:‘,r
which eroded the private, solitary and noﬁﬁnaﬁww:/i aesthetic mx_umw_.n::w
encouraged by high culture and its priests. Against Em. mocﬂmﬁt_w:cm, ar
high art, the ‘shock effects’ of filin tqogc,no a mode of Q_m:‘mn:ow_ &«w Em
Benjamin belicved makes posstble a _rEmrdeQ presence ,o.m min mna
cultivation of ‘expert’ audiences able to examine and criticize film an

iety (pp. 237-41). . A
mOM_MHMoMMM €s8ays ow popular music, and later in his famous studies Oﬁﬁ_._
Max Horkheimer) of the culture industries, Pao_‘_no attempted to nﬂéim_ﬂ
critical response to Benjamin’s optimistic mwnnmywm_ of the mﬂn_mwﬁ_u%rn::,.wm..
potential of popular art. In a 1938 essay entitled ‘On the wnzm.s‘ m:,,mnm
in Music and the Regression of Listening’, Adorno m:m_‘«.mm&.ﬁ detail t ,n
various ways in which performers of E,cm.ﬁ_ nochQo.E:. Emﬁcﬂnﬁ?_
technical performance and arrangement of works were mm:m.,w_mma, an 9“
this signified the ways in which exchange value was _unm,QoAEEm:D,m o<m~rcm :
value in musical production and reception, thus pointing again to GM
capitalism was able ta control aspects of life once resistant o commerci

concerns. In Adorno’s words:

The works which are the basis of the {etishization and _u@noan_nﬁgnm_ _mwn.ua”
experience constitutional changes as a result. .H__wo.f, Uﬁ.noﬂn e..:_mmﬂﬁ,nﬂ_ qunw_ n«HMﬂz
consumption destroys them. Not merely do the few things Em_w.n& again an m.ﬂ :

wear out, like the Sistine Madonna in the bedroom, but wnymnmq,_on m_m,nnﬁm ﬁ ,n,ﬂ
mternal structure, They are transformed into a Q:_.w._o:.n«,u:c: of _:.:,t:o,dm S.H,.:W

are impressed on the bsteners by climax and .nnvmzzos..s,r:n the organization of the
whole makes no impression whatsoever. (FSR, p. 281)

is s1 i i i i action to familiar
In this situation, musical listening regresses to mere _.nn:_ﬁ : 2
f ‘hi . 25 8001
and standardized formulas (FSR, pp. mmmm,vﬂ which increases s
conformity and domination. Regression closes ofl
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the possibility of a different and oppositional muste. Regressive, too, is the role
which contemporary mass music plays in the psychological houschold of its victirns,
They are not merely turncd away from more important music, but they are con-
firmed in their neurotic stupidity, quite irrespective of how their rusical capacities
are related 1o the specific musical culture of earlier social phases, The assent to hit
songs and debased cultural goods belongs to the same complex of symptoms as do
those faces of which one no longer knows whether the film has alienated them from
reality or reality has alienated them from the film, as they wrench open a great
formless mouth with shining teeth in a voracious smile, while the tire eves are
wretched and lost above. Together with sport and film, mass music and the new
listening help to make escape from the whole infantile milieu Impassible. The
sickness has 2 preservative function. (FSR, p. 287)

Adorno’s infamous attack on Jazz should be read in the context of his
theory of musical fetishism and regression.” For Adorne, the often faddish
taste for jazz also exhibited features of fetishism, reification and regression
that he observed in other forms of popular music, Contrary to popular
belief, Adorno argued, jazz was as standardized, commercialized and
tormulaic as other kinds of popular music, and encouraged cultural
conformity {to dominant models, tastes and so on} in its devotees as much
as did other forms of mass culture. Its seeming spontaneity and improvis-
ation are themselves calculated in advance, and the range of what is per-
missible is as circumscribed as in clothes or other realms of fashion.

Horkheimer and Adorno also attempted to counter Benjamin’s optimistic
appraisal of the progressive elements of film through critique of Hollywood
filin production. Film in the culture industries was organized like industrial
production, and utilized standardized tormulas and conventional pro-
ducrion techniques to mass-produce films for purely commercial ~ rather
than cultural - purposes. Films reproduced reality as it was, and thus
helped individuals ro adjust and conform to the new conditions of industriai
and mass society: ‘they hammer into every brain the old lesson that
continuous friction, the breaking down of all individual resistance, is the
condinon of life in this soctety. Donald Duck in the carroons and the unfor-
tunate m real life get their thrashing so that the audience can learn to take
their own punishment’ (DoE, p. 138). Finally, films

are so designed that quickness, powers of observation, and experience arc unde-
niably needed 1o apprehend them at all; yet sustained thought is out of the question
if the spectator is not to miss the relentess rush of facts. Even though the effort
required for his response is semi-automatic, no scope is left for the imagination.
Those who are 30 absorbed by the world of the mavie - by its images, gestures, and
words - that they are unable to supply what reaily makes it a world, do not have 1o
dwell on particular points of its mechanics during a screening. All the other films
and products of the entertainment industry which they have scen have taught them
what 10 expect; they react automatically. (DoF, pp. 126-7)
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During the late 1930s and the 1940s, when >Q9,Jo was Mohnrwﬂ“mw”m
critique of popular music (and ﬁ:_\nc_.ﬂv he was wprking 4,<: : Paul asars
feld on sorne of the first acadcemic studies of the communications in : \_U
and was thus being exposed to some of the more Q,.w_ummmn_ and no.Eﬁ.HwH,_.n_mm
ized forms of popular music.? Yet, while ,H.rn Institute .szma:w Q,::,uﬂmm
mass culture, it did not surrender its Ua:n*. 1n Hrw Qdmzn%mﬂoq‘ vommad”m”,%
high culture. In an important cssay ,n:n__:an_ Ob\?%nam:_en &s“ ﬁrm
?m,m_,n:ma provides a dialectical analysis of Uomwmn.o; ?mw cu E_Mn Mﬁon ¢
ways in which it is a vehicle of both emnancipation m,:“n mystl Eosmmqoﬂ
existing social reality. In his view, culture provides a hig Em_.%oa,_u pato M
realm for escape and diversion from the cares of a%aJdm% _M, mv_Emmm e
refuge which preserves higher deals m:.& n_,m:,Dm .8 @wnﬂﬂ:f mtﬂb 3 and
a better life denied in the existing organization of society. Zm.znmv ow ,ma :
culture is ‘affirmative’ of higher cultural ideals E?nr. provide both ideo
logical and potentially critical and nEm:.nmmmSJ.w .m:.n..,cocm, . .
Many later analyses of high culture s,:r__s Critical Hw.wn:..w memm s
Ebw.hoz“ seeing both regressive and progressive n_nEw:G within the acs Mdn
dimension. Yet the Institute tended 1o ascribe the w:m_._nﬁ more munomﬂwm ‘
functions of culture to ‘art’ - that 1s, ‘high culture’ - and its more Em ,mmnH.
ideclogical functions to mass culture. For mxmﬁn_nﬁg.wx QH..Hme:M”UMM
argued in ‘Art and Mass O::E”n_ that ‘authentic mi, S_Mm HHMM._ES EM
opposed o ‘mass culture’, a posttion zvm_‘wn_ by ﬂomq in ﬁﬂw zﬂcasnﬁ. e
begins by describing the concept of m.nmﬁwm:n experience ,wm, nvw:,mnﬁm ol e
highly individualized society, in which the private m:_U,_nrﬁ a ,,_‘ s from
ﬁwc,&,:mnm social vonditions and standards to make what appears
pure ‘aesthetic judgement’: N |
In his aesthetic behavior, man so0 to mwwmr%wqmﬁm&_ E_sme_MmM MMMC”._M_,.MMMM{MM‘.M
member of society and reacted as the iso m?” individua ¢ ‘ .%m?ﬁnnmﬂnm
ality, the true factor in artistic creation and judgment, consists not :m Mra. u,aof.,mm:bm
msnm crotchets, but in the power to withstand the plastic surgery ¢ the I i
ic system which carves all men to one pattern. Human begins are {ree to
MMMMMMWN_M MWMHHM?.% in works of art _:.__ 5o far as nrw% mmﬁw E;WEUMMH.MSMM% sﬁM M.“
mnﬁnmm_ leveling. The individual's experience MMSU_H.NHMM Hﬁ” ﬂ“““q _,on“ art has 1o fess
-alidity ths ganized experience society
Huw__ﬁ””_wv M“\ﬂc“wﬂ .“_u”wm criterion Mnm in itsell alone, art is knowledge no less than

science 1s. (C7, p. 273)

For Critical Theory *authentic art’ is :Ew..n._ preserve of Uo_”% EMMM_QMM
ality and happiness, as well as a mmswnm of ozﬁcc_m“ U_MM.,”._@MMMWSMMM Ho_ﬁrn
) ' resistance is inherent in the most aloc . an ‘
_,M_MMH“MH_W ﬂ_HdMumoMmQ by society, now and then ﬂcc%bm moz_r E%EEMNM%%H
ution, has been steadily fermenting in the private mwrowm . {C _.ﬂ.n_mhn_.m. An
resists incorporation into existing mom_wmﬂ... while providing stan
ideals by which to critcize its limitations:
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Works of ar - objective products of the mind
practical world - harbor principles through which
alien and false. Not only Shakespeare’s wrath a
humanism of Goethe's poetr

detached from the context of the
the world that vaice them appears
nd melancholy, bur the detached
¥ a5 well, and even Froust's devoted ahsorption in
ephemeral features of mondanité, awaken memories of a freedom that make prevail-
ing standards appear narrow-minded and barbarous. Art, since it became auton-
omous, has preserved the utopia that evaporared from religion. (C7, p. 275)

Horkheimer celebrates the classics of bourgenis hj
art’, With the advance of industrialism and Imass fety , the

soctety, however,
private sphere and the individual to whorm bourgeois are appealed have

become steadily threatened, as has the family, which once provided a
sphere of mtimacy and support. With the rise of industrial sociery, the
family in trn ioses it power, and ‘even well-to-do Parents educate their
children not so much as their heirs as for 3 coming adjustment to mmass
culture’ (CT, p, 276). At this point, Horkheirner begins a critique of mass
culture that will subsequently characterize the Institute’s work-

The gradual dissolurion of the family, the transiormarion of personal life into lejsyre
and of leisure inte routines supervised to the last derail, ingg the pleasurey of the ball
park and the movie, the best seller ang the radio, has brought about the disappear-
ance of the inner Jife, Long beiore culture was replace
pleasures, it had already assurned an escapist charaete
vonceptual world and rearranged their thoughrs when the time was ripe for re-
arranging reality. The inner life and the ideal had become conservarive factors. Bur
with 1he loss of hig ability 1o take this kind of refuge — an ability that thrives neither
in slums nor in modern settlements - gan has lost his POwer 1o conceive 4 world

diffecent from that i which he lives, This other world was 1hat of arr, (CT,
pp. 277-8)

d by these manipujate
r. Men had fled into 4 private

Henceforth, with Some qualifications, Critical T
sharp distinction between authentic
and ‘low” culture, ascribing all ¢
art and irs ideological functions
writes:

heory would make g
art and mass culture, between ‘high’
ulture’s emancipatory powers to authentic
to mass culture, Lowenthal, for exampie,

The counterconce pr of popular culupe i5 art, Nowadays artistje Products having the
character of Spontaneity more and more are being replaced
reproduction of reality as it is; and,
glorifies whatever j¢ linds w

by a manipulaied
in so doing, popular culture sancrions and
orth echoing. Schopenhauer remarked that music is ‘the
world ence more,” Thig aphorism exhibits the unbridge
and popular culturs: i is the difference begw
medium possessing seff-sustaining means and
use of borrowed tools 2

able difference between art
CEN an Increase in insight through a
THere repetition of given facrs with the

As far as the Institute was concerned, m

ass culture merely reproduced
rhe status quo, and thus helped reproduc

¢ personality structures ywhich
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Id t the world as it is. By contrast, high culture is no_nnnmEm,.:Man
- monm.v tial force of cnlightenment#and emancipation. o
Ao _mmmﬂ m aMNHmM5w< the most radically avant-garde S_o,l.a no.:ﬂ Uﬂoﬁ M
>mondo, mMMMMm:nU mxﬁwlm:mm_ Against the false .T”mng.cz_“am o“r:mhwx w:“u_,
ffirma Adorno defended the ‘de-aestheticization Tmnh. unstung ‘
mﬁmﬂwm:«mm mﬁw.: off of false veils of harmony .msm Uaﬁﬁq in Wmam,o“noa
art, 1 :Z.u mbon fragmentation and negation, S&Hn: he ,an
_._m_ﬁmmmm MEMHO%MM c.h:rm& vision of contemporary moQ_wJ., ,mna M.ZE_.”M
Eemac cially criti rt. In Adorno’s view, .
mEm:Qv_mHoQ m.ﬁm:an mwh,vww“wmwmm”_Mm“owr_w@ ruled by culure w:&:m_n,z_n_uw
S EQmme_m w% to remain ‘authentic’, art must therefore wmn:nnvw
m:n._ " Emnwmm.w_ m_wo: and integration. This wnacmaan,m mcmsﬁ-mma.n tec -
_‘m_m_wﬂ nomﬂos._oﬂmw enhance m:_w shock value and its critical, n:.__._m:n_v,mﬁ_w“_
:_%_:mm Mz_nww_m velumes of critical writings, Adorne m;m%mwﬁ. Wqﬂﬁ_“wnam-
i mo.ﬁm_ st negative, dissonant artists: Katka and Beckett in e
e .H.rmv :EUmDQ mwﬁm m_: music, Giacometi in sculplure and Ma mbﬁ_ﬂw
E_,m_,mnﬂmuh,oﬁum.mw de-aestheticization, autonomous art ,,e,,ccE E_Hnﬁ mn“.wwnr
i _ Um_waomimm:o: and reconciliation with the nx_m:,:mrﬁc_. em_w e
”wmﬂuwﬂp legitimately take place, Adorno believed, until the we
;nmmnmu%% M”M%MMM?_ his well-known critique of ‘politically commutted art’,

n ‘Cor ,

for example, Adorno writes:

[ he office of art to spotlight alternatives, __ucﬁ o nnmmwﬁ by :M ,mc:d &HMMW%M

. _m_ “wowm .;Mnoéwcl& which permanently puts a pistol to _EMJHM%MMQHQ_&& . puafka s
ros. . $ nove :

rose and Becketr's plays, oh..ﬁrn D,c._w~ ﬁo,sm?cw i
Mﬁnﬁ by vormnparison with %W%me me_.wﬂvnwﬂwﬁﬂﬁ_mhwmi merely talks wwocﬁ. ,w%‘w &m“
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and political aesthetics. Before appraising and criticizing the Institute’s
celebration of ‘authentic art’ and its identification with high culture (5.3),
however, I wish to discuss in morc detail its critique of mass culture and the
important effects which its theory of the culture industry had on theories of
mass culture, communications and society.

5.2 Critical Theory and the Culture Industry

The origins of the Critical Theorists’ approach tw mass culture and com-
munications are visible in Adorno’s early writings on music (see 3.1},
though the Institute did not really develop a theory of the culture industries
until its emigration to the United States in the 1930s.1 During their exile
period from the mid-1930s through the 1940s, members of the Institute
witnessed the proliferation of mass communications and culture and the
nise of the consumer sociely, experiencing at first hand the adven: to
cultural power of the commercial broadcasting systemns, President Roose-
velt's remarkable use of radio for political persuasion and the ever growing
popularity of cinema during a period in which from 85 1o 110 EEmom
Amcricans paid o see ‘the movies’ each week.!! They also experienced the
widespread popularity of magazines, comic books, cheap fiction and the
other flora and fauna of the new mass-produced culture.

From their vantage point in California, where many of their exiled
compatriots worked for the film industry, Adorno and Horkheimer were
able 10 see how business interests dominated mass culture and to observe
the fascination which the entertainment industries exerted within the
emerging media and consumer society, Marcuse, Lowenthal and others.
who worked in Washington during this period for the Office of War H:m:,“
mation and the United States Tntelligence services, were able to observe
government use of mass cornmunications as instruments of political propa-
ganda, The Critical Theorists thus came to sce what they called the ‘culture
industries’ as a central part of a new configuration of capitalist modernity,
which used culture, advertising, mass communications and new forms of
social control to induce consent to the new forms of capitalist society. The
production and transmission of media spectacles which transmitted E\nc_o@\
and consumerism by means of allegedly ‘popular entertainment’ and infor-
mation were, they believed, a central mechanism through which contem-
porary society came to dominate the individual.

Adorno and Horkheimer adopted the term ‘culture industry’, as opposed
to concepts like *popular culture” or ‘mass culture’, because they wanted to
resist notions that products of mass culture emanated from ﬁrm Masses or
the people.’® They saw the culture industry as involving administered
culture, imposed from above, as an instrument of indoctrination and social
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control. The term ‘culture industry”’ thus contains a dialectical irony typical
of the style of Critical Theory: culture, as traditionally valorized, is sup-
posed to be opposed to industry and expressive of individual creativity
while providing a repasitory of humanizing valygs, In the culture indus-
tries, by contrast, eulture has-corne to function as a mode of ideclogical
domination, rather than of humanization or emancipation.

The culture industry was perceived as the outcome of a historical process
in which technology and scientific organizadon and administration came Lo
dominate thought and expericuce (see 4.1). Although Horkheimer and
Adorno carried out a radical questioning of Marxism and the development
of an alternative philosophy of history and theory of society in Dialectic of
Enlightenment, their theory of the culture industry provided a neo-Marxian
account of the mass media and mass culture which helps to explain both the
ways in which the culture industries reproduce capitalist societies and why
socialist revolutions have failed to take place in these societies. In this sense,
the Institute” theory of ‘culture industry as mass deception’ provides a
rebutial of hoth Lukics’s theory of revolution and ‘class consciousness’ and
Brecht's and Benjamin's belief thae the new forces of mass communications,
especially radio and film, could scrve as instruments of technological pro-
gress and social enlightenment which could be rurned against the capitalist
relations of production and used as instruments of political mobilization
and struggle. ! ..

By contrast, Horkheimer and Adorno saw these new technologies as
instruments of ideological mystification and class domination. Against
Lukies and others who argued that capitalist society necessarily radicalized
the working class and led to class consciousness, Adorno and Horkhelmer
argued that the eulture industrics inhibit the development of class con-
sciousness by providing the ruling political and economic forces with
a powerful instrument of social control. The conception of the culture
industry thereforc provides a model of technically advanced capitalist
socicty which mobilizes support for its institutions, practices and values
from kelow, making class consciousness more difficult 10 artain than before.
In Gramsci's terminology, the culture industries reproduce capiralist
hegemony over the working class by engineering consent to the existing
society, thereby establishing a socio-psychological basis for social inte-
gration.!* Whereas fascism destroyed civil sociery (or the ‘public sphere’)
through politicizing mediating institutions or using force to suppress all
dissent, the culture industrics coax individuals into the privacy of their
homes or the movie theaters, where they produce consumer-spectators of
media events and escapist enterrainment while subtly indoctrinating them
with dominant ideologies.

The analysis of the culture industry stands, therefore, in a quite ambiva-
lent relationship to classical Marxism. On onc hand, the theory is part of
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the foundation for the Critical Theory of society, replacing the critique of

political economy which had previously been the foundation for soclal
theories in the Marxian tradition. It also served as an important part of the
explanation of why the Critical Theorists no longer placed faith in the
revolutionary vocation of the proletariat. Yet, in other ways, the analysis of
the culture industry employs Marxian arguments by stressing capitalist
control of culture, the commodification and reification of culture, its ideo-
logical functions and the ways in which it integrates individuals into
capitalist society.

For example, Horkheimer and Adorno utilize a model that pits the
individual against its ‘adversary - the absolute power of capitalism’ {DoFE,
p. 120), and describe the tendencies toward conformity, standardization
and deception in the culture industry in terms of its control by monopaly
curporations, which themselves are central to the capitalist system
(pp. 120ff.). The very processes of production in the culture mndustry are
maodeled on factory production, where everything is standardized, stream-
lined, coordinated and planned down to the last detail. Indced, Adorno and
Hovkheimer use their analysis of the culture industry to call attention to
what they perceive as the fundamental traits of the administered sociery and
10 carry out a radical critique of capitalism. They suggest that reflection on
the culture industries illurninates the processes promoting standardization,
homogenization and couformity that characterize social life under what
they call ‘totalitarian capitalism’. The tendencies toward manipulation and
domination in the eulture industry illuminate similar trends throughout
capitalist society.

The mass deception present in the culture industries is similar to the
deception, false protnises and manipulation in the economic, political and
social spheres. In this conception, one of the main trends of contemporary
capitalist societics is the synthesis of advertising, culture, information.
politics and manipulation that characterizes the culture industries. 5 This
dialectical focus on the relationship between the culture industry and
capitalism points to a basic methodological position within Critical Theory
that in turn marks its affinity with Marxian dialectics. For Critical Theory,
every social phenomenon must be interpreted in terms of a theory of socicty
which itsell is part of a theory of capitalisim, The theory of the relationship
between society and the economy illuminates phenomena like the culture
industry, and analysis of the latrer in turn sheds light on the economy and
sociery. Consequently, Critical Theory operates with a dialectic between its
wopics of analysis (the culiure industry or anti-Semitism or whatever) and
its theory of society. In this dialectic, the theory of society illuminates the
lopic under investigation, which in turn illuminates the fundamental social
trends - commedification, reification and so on - described in the social
theory.
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Alter deseribing the stvle of culture industry products and the woh.:fwmm_
conventions and stercotypes that constiture them, Adorno and ﬂoﬂwrnzsmn
analvze several of the strategies used to indocurinate consumers into accept-
m:aa. of the existing society, 'Entertainment’ they claim, mnm:mqoam
audiences to accept existing spciety as natural by oz&nmm_.% repcating E,H_
reproducing similar views of the world which present the existing way of life
as the way of the world. The eternai recurrence of the same in the culture
industry changes the very nature of ideology, they suggest.

Accordingly, ideology has been made vague and 5058535&..&3& thus ﬁn:r.nq
clearer nor weaker. Its very vagueness, its almost scientific aversion from mcﬁ_,._._;.
ting itself to anything which cannot be verified, acts as an instrument of dominatoen.
It becomes a vigarous and prearranged promulgation of .&n status quo. The cullure
industry tends to make sell the ¢embodiment of mcnrcﬂ:m:wa pronouncements. wza
thus the irrefutable prophet of the prevailing order. Tt skillfully steers a winding
course between the cliffs of demonstrable rnisinformation and Ems,_mnm,ﬂ truth,
faithfully Hn.._uhi:&:m. the phenomenon whose opaqueness blocks any :.gmw,mrﬁ and
mnstalls the ubiquitous and intact phenumenon as ideal. Enowo.m«_ is mE_.ﬂ meo the
photograph of stubborn life and the naked lie about its meaning - .E_?nv is not
expressed but suggested and yet drummed in. To demonstrate 1ts .n:a.:._n nature,
reality is always repeated in a purely cynical way. Such a photological mﬂcc*., is of
cuutse not stringent, but it is overpowering. . . . The new ideology has as its ow_anﬁ_
the world as such. It makes use of the worship of facts by no more _.:Ez nﬁnéw:.m 4
disagreeable existence into the world of facts in representing it meticulousty. (DeF,

pp. 147-8)

The culture industry thus tries to induce the individual to identify with

society’s typical figures and models:

Pscudo-individuality is rife; from the standardized jazz mannca,mch_o.: 6 the gxcep-
tonal film star whose hair curls over her eye to demonstrate her originality, W r.E is
individual is no more than the generality’s power to stamp the accidental Qﬁmm S0
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 oaly difference can be

mcasured in fractions of millimeters. (Is£, p. 134)

The culture industry thus serves as a powerful instrument of social noﬂwor
which induces individuals to accept their fate and conform to existng
society. Advertising progressively fuses in style and ﬂnnrﬂﬁ:w with the
entertainment of the culture industry (DoF, pp. 156-67), which in .:,:,w can
be read as a series of advertisements for existing soctety and the established
way of life (see Chapter 6 for further &mwn:wmw.ou of this point}. _ ,
Like every theoretical conception, the notion of the culture industries
was a Eo&ﬁw& of its historical period, and its insights and :Bm,ﬂmmo,:m result
primarily from the fact that it theorized features of a past historical con-
juncture. The Institute theorists’ conception of the role of mass culture and
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communications was first shaped in the period of Nazi Germany, where
they witnessed Hider’s extraordinary use of mass communications and
fascist spectacles. Obviously the experience of fascism shaped the Criticai
Theorists” views of the rise of a behemoth state and cultural apparatus
combined with an eclipse of democracy, individuality and what they saw as
aathentic art. 'S And in exile in the United States, they observed Roosevelt’s
impressive usc of the media and the propagandist uses of the mass media
during World War I1. Consequently political use and control of the media
during conditions of warfare, with an enlarged war-time state and a sub-
ordinate war-time economy, coupled with capitalist control of the enter-
tainment industries, provided the historical roots of the Institute model of
the culture industrics as instruments of social control. [ndeed, the media
under this type of militarized social system and war conditions - whether
liberal democratic, lascist or state soclalist - are bound to be rather one-
dimensional and propagandist, Moreover, the Critical Theory model of the
media and society described rather accuratcly certain dominant wends and
effects during the post-World War IT Celd War period, when the media
were enlisted in the anti-Communist crusade and when media content was
subject 1o tight control and censorship, a situation signaled by Adorno’s
and Horkheimer’s allusions o ‘purges’ (Dol p. 123).17

Critical Theory, Communications Research and Social Thenry

The culture industry theory was thus developed in the United Stares during
the heyday of the Press, vadio and cinema as dominant cultural forms; and
it was published jusi before the first wave of the introduction of television,
whose importance Adorno and Horkheimer anticipated and whose forms
and effects were analvzed by Adorno in a classic article originally entited
"How to Look at Television'. ' [nterest in the new communications media
was growing, and a new discipline was emerging to study its social cffects
and functions. Rescarch into media communications in the United States
was largely inangurated by the Institute for Social Research, then located at
Columbia University, and by Paul Lazarsield and his associates in the
‘Radio Research Project’ and later the ‘Bureau of Applicd Social Rescarch’
at Princeton and then Columbia. Lazarsfeld was connected with the
Institure in various ways, and for several years the groups interacted and
undertook common projects. Y

Not only did the [nstirute provide an early model of eritical communi-
cauons research, bur Instiate theorists were among the first 1o see the
mmpottance of mass communications and culture for social theory, and
influenced some of the carly auempts to incorporate such themes into
critical social theory. In his major works of the 19505, C. Wright Mills, for
mstance, tended to utilize the Institute wodels of the media as agents of
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manipulation and social control, although, in the spirit of Pmm,m._,mwmi. he
sometimes qualified its power to dircetly and consistently manipulate the
public. In White Collar (1931) Mills stressed ﬁﬂofﬁ,c&m_ ﬂc_w of _.,rm,Emmm
media in shaping individual behavior and inducing comformity to Eﬁm_m-
class values.?® He argued that the media were increasingly shaping 59.,
vidual aspirations and behavior, and were above all promoting a‘m_cm,m of
“individual success’. He belicved that entertainment media were especially
potent instruments of social control, because ‘popular culture is :oﬁ.ﬁmmmm&
as “propaganda” but as entertainment; people are often nxtmmna to it when
most relaxed of mind and rired of body; and tts characters offer easy targets
of identification, easy answers to stereotyped personal probleras’ {p. 336).
Mills analyzed the banalization of politics in the media due to the fact
that ‘the mass media plug for ruling politcal symbols and Umwmowﬁ::mzw,
Pereciving the parallel between marketing commodities and sclling _U.or-
ticians, Midls analyzed tendencies toward the commodification of vo:,zn_mw
and in The Power Elite, he focused on the manipulative role of the Em.nrm in
shaping public opinion and strengthening the power of dominant &:.&.E
In an analysis that anticipated Haberrnas’s theory in Structural Q@%ﬁﬁ i the
Public Sphere, Mhiils discusses the shift from a soctal order consisting of
‘communities, of publics’, in which individuals participate in political and
social debate and action, to a ‘mass socicty” characterized by the nc,m:”ﬁ-
formation of public into mass” {pp. 298ff.). The impact of the mass B,mnrm
is erucial in this ‘great transformation’, for it shifts er ratio of givers
of opinion to the receivers’ in favor of small groups of n:qom‘ico noaqﬂ
or have access to the mass media. Morcover, the mass media m:mmmn, in
one-way communication which does not allow feedback, thus OU:.SE:zm
another fearure of a democratic public sphere. In addition, the media E:.m._%
cneourage participation in public action. In these ways, ﬂrn% mOm,Hma social
passivity and the fragmentation of the public spheve into privatized con-
suiners, )
Like the Tnstitute, Mills makes manipulation the central feature of his
theory of the media. He paid explicit homage to the Institute in a 1954
arricle in which he described the dominant types of social research as those
ol the scientists (quantitative empiricists), the Grand Theorists ?H_EnEE_
funcrionalists like Talcott Parsons) and those genuinc sociologists who
inquire into ‘(1) What 1s the meaning of this - whatever we are nxw:.:z,.:m -
for our society as a whole, and what is this social world like? (2) What is the
meaning of this for the tvpes of men and women that _uwma”mz 1n this m.,On_n;%.u
and (3) how does this fit into the historical trend of our :Em,m.., m:n__ in what
direction does this main drift seem to be carrving us?? Mills then
comments:

I'know ol no herter way to become acquainted with this endeavor in a high _oﬁz of
modern expression than to read the periodical, Studies in Philosophy and Soctaf Sciences,
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published by The Institute of Social Research. Unfortunately, it is available only in
the morgues of university libraries, and o the great loss of American social studies,
several of the Institule’s leading members, among them Max Horkheimer and
‘Theodore Adorno, have returned to Germany. Thart there is now ne periodical that
Bears comparison with this one testifics to the ascendancy of the Higher Statisticians
and the Grand Theorists over the Sociologisis, It is difficult 1o understand why seme
publisher does not get out a volume ar two of selections from this great periodical,
(ibid ) .

Following the lead of Adorno and Horkheimer, other Critical Theorists
like Fromm, Marcuse and Habermas also attributed a fundamental role (o
the culture industries in their critical social theories. Their books helped
lead many social theorists to perceive the importance of mass culture and
communications in social reproduction. Fromm’s first book published in
the United States, Escape from Freedom (1941), applied the culture industry
model to a critique of advertising, mass culture and political manipulation.
After discussing sorae of the technigues of modern advertising, Fromm
writes: *All these methods are essentially irrational; they have nothing to do
with the gualities of the merchandise, and they smother and kill the critical
capacities of the customer like an oplate or outright hypnosis. They give
him a certain satisfaction by their davdreaming qualities just as the movies
do, but at the same time they increase his feeling of smallness and power-
lessness,” 2

Fromm then calls atiention to how mass communications dull the
capacity for critical thinking and contribute to the decline of the individual
(pp- 128ff.). Summarizing his argument, he writes:

Vasiness of cities in which the individual is lost, buildings that are as high as
mountains, constant acoustic bombardment by the radio, big headlines changing
three times a day and leaving one no choice to decide what is important, shows in
which one hundred girls demonstrate their ability with clocklike precision (o
eliminate the individual and act like a powerful though smooth machine., the beating
rhythm of jazz - these and many other details are expressions of a cunstellation in
which the individual is confronied by uncontrallable dimensions in comparison with
which he is u small particle. All he can do is 1o fall in step like a marching soldier ora
worker on the endless belt, He can acr; but the sense of independence, significance,
has gone. {pp. 131-2)

In Escape from Freedom Fromm also analyzes how public opinion is shaped
by news media (pp. 1921f.) and how socialization patterns contribute (o the
decline of the individual {pp. 250ff.). The Institute critique of the culture
industries also played a central role in Fromm’s book The Sane Soctefy and
Marcuse’s Eros and Civtization, both published in 1955.24 Using Freudian
and Marxian categories, Marcuse described the process by which sexual
and aggressive Instincts are tamed and channeled into socially necessary,
but unpleasant, labor. Following the Institute analysis of changes in the
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nature of socialization, Marcuse notes the decline of the family as the
dominant agent of socialization and the rise of the mass media;

The repressive organization of the instincts seems to be colfective, and the ego seems
to be premarurely soclalized by a whole syvstem ®f *extra-familial agents and
agencies. As early as the pre-school level, gangs, radio, and television set the pattern
for conformity and rebellion; deviations from the pattern are punished not so much
in the family as outside and against the family. The experts of the mass media
transmit the required values; they offer the perfect training in efficiency, toughness,
personality, dream, and romance. With this education, the family can no longer

compete. {p. 97}

In Marcuse’s view, the mass media were becoming dominant agents of
socialization which were displacing the primacy of the family - the role of
the mass media in both Freudian and many United States social science
theories. The result was the dechine of individual autonomy and the
manipulatien of mind and instincts by mass communications: “With the
decline in consciousness, with the control of information, with the absorp-
tion of individuals into mass communication, knowledge s administered
and confined. The individual does not really know whal is going on; the
overpowering machine of education and entertainment unites him with all
the others in a state of anaesthesia from which all detrimental ideas tend 1o
be excluded” (p. 104), Marcuse continued to stress the manipulative effects
of the culture industries in his major works, and contributed to the wide-
spread adoption of the so-called manipulation theory of the media by the
New Left and others in the 1960s. In One-Dimensional Man, Marcuse claims
that the inanities of commercial radio and television confirm his analvses of
the decline of the individual and the demise of authentic cullure and
oppositional thought in ‘advanced industrial society’.”> Throughout the
book, he assigns an important role to the media as ‘new forms of social
control’ which engender ‘false needs’ and the ‘one-dimensional” thought
and behavior necessary for the smooth reproduction of advanced capitalism.

In his first major work, Strukturwandsl der @m@xa«wg&m of 1962, Habermas
analyzed the rise of the culture industries and the decline of the public
sphere within liberal democracy.?® He provided a historical analysis of the
transition from a form of liberal capitalism that contained a democratic
public sphere in which ‘public opinion’ was formed by debate and con-
sensus and in which an educated public critically discussed political and
social issues to a form of monopoly capitalism in which public opinion was
formed by the mass media, and culture was passively consumed by culture
industry spectators.

The Critical Theorists therefore were among the first to see the import-
ant role of mass culture and communications in social reproduction, and
deeply influenced social theorists like C. Wright Mills, David Riesman,



138 FROM ‘AUTHENTIC ART' 17O THE CULTURE INDUSTRIFES

Alvin Gouldner, Stanley Aronowitz and a later generation of the New
Left.?” Furthermore, critical communications researchers like George
Gerbner were directly influenced by Adorno and Critical Theory, mq.i
continued to work in this tradition to some extent. 28 Yet, what eventually
became the dominant tradition of critical communications research in the
United States (the work of Dailas Stnythe, Herbert Schiller, Eric Barnouw
and others) focused more on the political economy of the media, and
engaged in historical and empirical communications rescarch, 29 Consc-
quently the impact of Critical Theory on critical communications rescarch
is often indirect. Yet a direet influence on theories of society and on United
States debates over ‘popular culture’ can be attributed to the [nstitute for
Soctal Research.

Critical Theory and the Debates over Mass Cultyre

Despite problematical elements of the Institute critique of mass-mediated
culture, therc is no question thal its radical attacks provoked a lively dis-
cussion of its merits and deficicncies that is still important and Homum._m_.mo
Institute theorists” critiques of mass culture helped shape the first major
anthology published in the United States on Mass Culture {1937}, which in
turn helped foster an important debate over its nature and effccts. The
anthology contained articles by Adorno, Lowenthal, Kracauer and Lazars-
teid, as well as many other studies influenced by the Critical Theory model.
One of the edirors, Bernard Rosenberg, attacked mass culture in terms
reminiscent of Adorno and Harkheimer, while the other editor. David
7..?::5@. White, defended it as the culture of the people Eﬁz.%l.mﬁm to a
democratic society, a culture which has made significant coniributions to
modern socicty, which in White's view would m:n.m.mmmn. in the furore 3!

Lowenthal, in an essay in Mass Culture entided ‘Historical Perspectives of
Popular Culture’, outlines the theoretical, historical and critical approach
toward mass culture which he defends against mainstrecam approaches.? In
a sharp polemic, he attacks the conteraporary ‘modern social science’
approach to culture and communication:

Empirical social scicnce has become a kind of applied asceticism. [t stands clear of
any enranglements with foreign powers and thrives i an atmesphere of rigidly
enforced neutrality. Tt refuses to enter the sphere of meaning. A study of Hin&,mmo:\
for instance, will go 10 great heights in analyzing data on the influence of :“._nim_oL
on famiiy life, but it will leave 1o pocts and dreamers the question of the acruai
human values of this new instiution. Secial research takes the phenomena of
modern lifi:, msn_:&sm the mass media, ut face value. Tt rejects the task ol placing
them in a historical and moral context. Tn the beginning of the modern era, mcnrm
theory had theology as it model, but wday the narural sciences have wo.t_mnmn_

theology. This change in models has far-reaching implications. Theology aims at
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salvation, narural science at manipulatdon, the one leads to heaven and hell, the
other w technology and machinery. Social science is today defined as an analysis of
painstakingly eircumseribed, more or less artificially isolated, social sectors. It
imagines that such horizontal segments consritute ifs Tesearch laboratory, and it

seermns o forget that the only social research laboratories that are properly
adnissible are historical situations. (LFCS, p. 52)

Against the critiques of mass culture by Institute theonsts and others,
Edward Shils artacked its critics as elitist, socialist radicals who had no
sympathy for the tastes of the commeon people. Shils designated Horkheimer
and his circle as *Marxian socialists’ who were lcading the onslaught

against rnass culture:

[t is not accidental thal most of the recent crities of mass culture are, or were,
Marxian socialists, some even rather exiremne, at least in their past commitment to
the socialist Jdesl .. . Prof. Max Horkbetmer, who is the leading exponent of the
‘critical” philosophy of the Frankfure cirde, is an apolitical Marxist whose Hegelian
suctologieal terminalogy obscures his Marxism. Prof. T Wicsengrund-Adorno and
Prof. Leo Lowenthal, the former at Frankfure University, the latter at the
University of California, are both leading adherents of this school in which a refined
Marxism finds its most sophisticated expression. Dr. Erich Fromm is a psvcho-

analyzing Marxist.

Shils claimed that disappointed Marxian hopes led these radicals to turn
with fury on mass culture, which they blamed for seducing the proletariat
away from its revolutionary vocation. Shils insinuated that these ‘European
anti-American intellectuals’ were full of unjustificed contempt for the
common people and do not understand the culture, people or society which

they so vehemently criticized,

If one were to take seriously the two fountainheads of the interpretation of mass
culture, namely, the Frankfurt Institus fiir Seziaiforschung, led by Professor Hork-
heimer, and Politicsr under the editorship of Mr. MacDonald, one would believe that
the ordinary citizen who listens to the radio, goes to films and lonks at television is
nol just $homme moyen sensuel known to past ages. He is something new in the world,
He is a ‘private atomic subject,” utterly without religious beliefs, without any
private life, without a family which means anything to him; he is standardized,
ridden with anxiety, perpetually in a state of ‘exacerbated’ unrest, his life “empried
of meaning,” and ‘trivialized,’ “alienated {rom his past, from his community, and
possibly from himself,” cretinized and brutalized. {pp. 596-7)

This picture of the victims of mass culture has its parallel, Shils claims, in
the German romantic, elitist and Marxian attacks on industrialism. All the
critics, Shils confidently maintains, were ‘ideologists, hostile to human
beings as they are’ (p. 598), and their critique is fueled, he cdaims, by ‘the
frustrated attachment to an impossible ideal of human perfection, and a
distaste for one’s own society and tor humnan beings as they are’ (p. 606). In
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short, their critiques are ‘unrealistic’ and should be rejected by men of
‘sound coinmon sense and good judgement’ {ibid.).

The Instimute never responded to Shils directly, and I shall indicate fs)
what extent his critique is justified in the next section. There is a suggestion
of an answer 1o Shils, however, in & later essay by Adorne, in which he
writes: “The bourgeois is tolerant. His love for men as they are ariscs out of
hate for the correct man.’™ Critical Theory maintained that accepting
people ‘as they are’ and ‘realistically’ accepting the staws quo precluded
concelving of porentialities for » higher mode of human being and a betier
sociery. Critical Theorists clatmed that the uncritical acceprance and
celebration of mass culture promoted a conformist attitude (oward estab-
lished society. Critique of mass culture was perceived as an important part
of social critique by Institute theorists, and they believed that renouncing
this task by either cclebrating or failing to take seriously mass culture
simply strengthencd the power of existing society. They believed that
theory could help break the hold of mass culture by de-naturalizing i, by
developing critical perspectives that would interrogate and criticize the
forms, messages and effects of mass culture and communications.

5.3 New Critical Perspectives on Mass Communications
and Culture

The eritique of the culiure industries was one of the most influential aspeets
of Critical Theory, and its impact on social theory and on theorics and
critiques of mass communications and culture accounts in part for the
continuing interest in Critical Theory today. In particular, from the 1960s
to the present, there has been renewed interest in Critical Theory and a
wealth of radical critiques of mass culture, many of them influenced hy
Institute theories or quite simnilar in intent and practice.® There have also
been critiques of the Institute's theory of mass culture, which stressed the
similarity of the Critical Theory analysis to conservative eritics of mass
culture, and which condemned the Institute for its culiura) elitisim 76
Despite ies limitations, which T shall outline in this section, the Institute
theory of the culture induseries containg several novel features, and makes
many important contributions ro the study of mass communications and
culture. Critical Theory conceptualizes culrire and communications as
part of sociery, and focuses on how socio-economic imperatives helped
constitute the nature, function and effects of mass communications aned
culture. By tonceptualizing thesc mportant social forces as part of socio-
eeonomic processes, Critical Theory integrares study of culture and com-
munications with study of the economy and socicty., And by adopting a
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critical approach to the study of all m_wnmm_ tjn:CEaz.F OH,:,.E& meow, ﬁ”w
able to conceptualize how the culture _:Q:E:n,ﬁ,?:m:oz mm_Ema,EEmd S
social control, and thereby serve the interests cwmen_% domination. .
On the whole, later criticat approaches 1o the En&_m_m:a nc,:w:n .ﬁnzﬂwmm
to separate conimunications research {rom the study Gﬂ EMU_M,M.M EﬁMMw_ nue
failing to provide a unificd account of nc:c,_.m_ ?.c&:ﬁ::? istri MH. .
reception. Consequently, Critical Theory 1s more than a w,ﬁM,n H ,:nm
because 1t contains a unified, critical approach to ‘:E study o n” Hw.nn m,ﬁ
communications within the context of critical meEm,_ Hrwoq, La ws__ma_ : M,
mode of cultural criticism sitates artifacts of analysis 2;_..:: the hcsr_wﬁ o~
their sucial environment, and uses social theory to help interpret Qﬂ HE.M.
artifacts, while using culture w help &nn,;;:qﬂ social trends and @%ﬂmﬂnnm
Critical Theorists’ use of psychoanalytic .nrn:_.w, leads .503 Hn_.u _rn_v m
cultural works as exhibiting traits of msmzfawm_ and .moEm,: psye cMWM., "_,
well as socio-historical content. Yet, despite its noE:Ucm:.:.w? “rn, E:“\w
Theory model has serious [imitations, for Ecnv of the criticism of @ovﬂ ar
nc:r:,m is imited to denunciation of its ideological features. m__znn nm“_.“..nﬁr.“
popular culture deserves and QmEmsmm_ severe noH_QnEHEH_H,DW_ _” mm_
Theory’s method of ideclogy critique provides some useful tools for cultu
S.:.:,.WEM but it also suffers some limitations, o —
In contrast 1w the mode of condemnatory criticism associate
Critical Theory, radical cultural criticism today should Qnai_oﬂ,a_w”
complex sirategics, and should attempr to Qne,njct ,m,EQ.,M ﬁchwﬂﬂ "
sional approach to mass culture. Rather ﬁ.rm: seeing its m,:.,: ac .ql%:wgﬁ...
expressions of hegemonic ideology and ruling-class :;Q,nyﬁu.. :H_,u.f, \QWL:N.\
to view popular cntertainment as a complex b:.:._:mﬂ Hrmw no,a .”._Mu q..m m.Sa
dictory moments of desire and its displacermnent, ma_ﬂ.unc_mﬂ,_w:,v, o , c,ﬁmmag.m
their mnum.nmmmcn, In this view, popular nc::_‘w _u«oiﬁ,_nm mrn_num pc,m 50 mm ﬁ.._.:w
dreams and nightmares, and contains both ideological cele ampcsmcm:mo:
status quo and utopian momenis of :.n._:znnzamwnnv Ecdunswm, 0 ow_u Hon
and rebellion and its attempted containment. annzﬁ stu ies o Uow : )
culture also show how social struggles and conflicts n:ﬁ.w EﬂorsoﬁarMbom
popular entertainment, and see culture as a ,nosq,owﬂom. terrain, rather
ficld of one-dimensional manipularion and :Efn,ﬁ_ erctore be
New Critical Theories of culture and no_._._:,a:s_nm:ozm,,_ must t crefore <
able to develop more complex methods of oEEnE Eﬁ%wn‘ﬁmﬁos Nﬂn
criticism which pay artention to and conceprualize the nouﬁwwmwn:%wm, m.ﬁ.
articulation of social canflicts, the oppositional moments, t nwmm.?nﬁ mm.
tendencies and the projection of utopian images and scencs o_ un?“ﬂm
and freedom that appear within mainstream nOEEan& culture. The
classical Critical Theory approach, especially Aderno’s 23“._%, mm,zaﬁ_ o\m
limits irself to attacking the ideclogy and Uf.n._w. 123.%.9&,3 ﬂmm%MQ&
racio, popular music, lilms, television and so forth, In this sense, 1
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of cultural interpretation and criticism is remarkably similar to the erade
Marxian critique of ideology which restrjers cultural analysis o denunei-
ation of Irdcology. Part of the problem is that for Adorno and many of his
colleagues, the artifacts of the culiure mdustry are simply beneath con-
tempt. In Minima Moyralia, Adorno writes- "Every visit to the cinema leaves
me, against all my vigilance, stupider and worse' (MM, p. 25). Such an
arrogani, grandiose gesturc of absolute disdain, how ‘ever, precludes under-
standing what gratifications popular culture actually provides and what
necds 1t serves. in however distorted a fashion, This atritude also leads
Critical Theorists to negicct, albeit with some exceptions, analysis of
speaific films, television brograms or artifacts of popular calture, since they
Presumne in advance that such artifacts are merely a debased form of culture
and a vehicle of ideology which arc not worthy of detailed study or critique.
Thus, when Adorno does analyze examples of popular music and cle-
viston, he generaily limits himself 1o arraigning rheip ideologies and ‘reero-
gressive' effects on consciousness, without analyzing their contradictions,
critical or oppositional moments, or potential 1o provide insight into social
conditions or to clicit a critical respansc, i
But while popular music may, as Adorno argued, exhibit features of
commodification, reification and standardization, which may in turn have
retrogressive effects on consciousness, such a theoretical optic cannor
adequately account for the genesis and Popularity of many forms of popular
MusIc such as the blyes, Jazz, rock and roll, reggae, punk and so on. Since
music is the most nonrepresentational of all arts, it provides vchicles for the
expression of pain, rage, joy, rebellion, sexuality and so forth, which might
have progressive effecs. Historically, the production of certain types of
Popular music was often carried out by oppressed groups, like blacks or
hispanics, or by working-class whires or marginalized vouth, Much popular
music thus articulates rebellion agains standardization, conformity,
oppression and so on, however much thig oppositional articulation is
expressed in standard musica] forms and types. Moreover, the forums of
reception of popular music hive frequently been dances and festivities in a
context of transgression of propriety through drinking, making love wild
dancing, communal singing and the pes;. Ragtime, jazz, bop, swing and
rock have been more at home in the brothel, dance-hall or bedroom than
within His Master's Voice in the living room, Though contemporary forms
of punk and hard rock may provide background for young fascists and
conservatives, they may alsa provide the social cement for a culiure of
political mobilization and struggle, as the Rock against Racism and Rock
against the Right concerts in England and Germany proved. And music
like reggae can be bound up with a4 subculture of prorest as much as with
the commodification of culture for profitability and harmless catharsis,
Adomo’s model of the culture indusiry does not allow for the hetero-
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should not simply limit themsclves to denouncing bourgeois ideologies and
escapist functions, Even conscrvative mass culture often provides insights
into forms of dominant idevlogies, and somctimes unwittingly provides
images of sacial conflict and opposition. Recent studics of Hollywood fitms,
for instance, reveal that this form of commiercial culture exhibits a confict of
réepresentations between competing social ideologies over the last several
decades. ¥ Particularly in the period from around 1967 to the present, a
varicty of competing ideological standpoints have appeared in mainstream
Hollywood filin. Qo:moﬂzﬁ.:m there is no one, monolithic, dominant
idcology which rhe culture industrics promote: indeed, the conflicting
ideologies in contempuorary culture industry artifacts point to continuing
and intensifying social conflict within capitalist societies.

Yet in the Institute critique of mass culture, there is no consideration of
oppositional and cmancipatory uses of the media and cultural practices.
There is neither a straregy for cultural revolution, as is found in Breche,
Benjamin and Enzensberger, nor a media politics to overcome the harmful
effects that Horkheimer and Adorno describe.*3 In an era of media satu-
ration, however, such withdrawal would only further marginalize already
marginalized critical intellectuals for the Left, feminists and others).
Consequendy, a radical media pelitics should replace the pessimistic
denunciation found in classical Critical Theory, a point I shali take up
in 8.2

Part of the problem is that most Critical Theorists rigidly pir their
conecepts of ‘authentic art’, modeled on masters of the avant-garde like
mnrm.:cnwm“ Kaika and Beckern, against mass culture, which they denounce
for failing 1o have the qualities that they find in their preferred aesthetic
models. But the very distinction berween ‘high culture’ and ‘popular
culture’ has come under artack, and it scems perverse to expect products of
the culture industries o have the qualities of works of previous ‘high
culture’ or the avant-garde. Yct, by limiting his model of authentic art to
those fow avant-garde examples of highly negative art, Adorna rules oul in
advance the possibility of any broad-based cultural politics, and his model
of emancipatory aesthetics js mtolerably ascetic and narrow, limited to
those avant-garde productions which resist assimilaiion and Co-opiation,

In a sense, Adorno’s acstheties is completely undiaicerical, He operates
with a binary conirast between ‘authentic” art and mass culture, in which
the latter is completely debased, and aE...m:n%mﬁoQ effects are limited to the
former. This stance reproduces the German religion of high art and s
inevitable clitism, and complerely excludes the ‘popular’ from the domain
of the ‘authentic’, thus falling behind the critiques of Brecht and Benjamin
- and Adomnuo’s own critique of *the authentic’ in his book Jargon of Authen-
treaty, Indeed, Adorne's W csoteric aesthetic theory isell becomes a
Jjargon motivated by a dual fear of co-opration and regression.** Ver his
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theory and critique of the consumer society, and it is to this theme

shall now turn.



