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Theodor W. Adorno

Those un fa mil iar with the cur rent state of de bate in the so cial sci ences
could be ex cused for think ing that the is sue [dis cussed in this es say] is lit tle
more than a ter mi no log i cal con tro versy. But there is more at stake here
than whether the con tem po rary stage of the world should be called „Late
Cap i tal ism“ or „In dus trial So ci ety.“ [It is im por tant] to clar ify whether the
cap i tal ist sys tem, in what ever guise, still pre dom i nates, or whether in dus -
tri al iza tion has not made the con cept of „cap i tal ism“ it self ob so lete, to -
gether with the dis tinc tion be tween cap i tal ist and noncapitalist states and
per haps even the cri tique of cap i tal ism it self; whether, in other words,
Marx has be come ob so lete - cur rently a widely held view among So ci ol o -
gists. Ac cord ing to this the sis, the world has be come so thor oughly dom i -
nated by un an tic i pated tech no log i cal de vel op ments that the no tion of so -
cial re la tions - the trans for ma tion of liv ing la bor into com mod i ties and,
hence, the op po si tion be tween classes, on the ba sis of which cap i tal ism was 
orig i nally de fined - has, by com par i son, lost much of ils rel e vance, if it has
not be come il lu sory al to gether. A case in point would be the un de ni able
convergences be tween the tech no log i cally most ad vanced coun tries, the
United States and the So viet Un ion. Class dif fer ences, de fined in terms of
liv ing stan dards and class con scious ness, are much less in ev i dence than
they were dur ing the de cades fol low ing the in dus trial rev o lu tion - es pe -
cially in the lead ing West ern coun tries. Such pre dic tions of class the ory as
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those which fore saw gen eral immiseration and so ci etal col lapse have not
been ful filled un equiv o cally enough to con firm the va lid ity of the orig i nal
the ory. To speak of rel a tive immiseration has some thing com i cal about it.
Even if the law of the fall ing rate of profit - not unproblematic even in
Marx’s work - had proven to be cor rect, one would still have to con cede
that the cap i tal ist sys tem has been re sil ient enough to post pone the an tic i -
pated col lapse in def i nitely. In the first in stance this is due to an im mense
in crease in tech no log i cal de vel op ment which has en abled the pro duc tion of 
a pleth ora of con sumer goods from which all members of the highly
industrialized nations have benefited. In the face of these technological
developments, the social relations of production have turned out to be less
rigid than Marx had expected.

The cri te ria by which class dif fer ences are judged - which em pir i cal re -
search eu phe mis ti cally terms so cial strat i fi ca tion, strat i fi ca tion by in come
dis tri bu tion, stan dard of liv ing and ed u ca tion - are gen er al iza tions based
upon find ings about in di vid ual re spon dents. In this sense they are sub jec -
tive. The orig i nal con cept of „class“ was in tended to be ob jec tive, not
meant to be linked to in di ces gleaned di rectly from the lives of the sub jects
them selves, how ever much even these in di ces may, de facto, be an ex pres -
sion of ob jec tive so cial laws. Fun da men tal to Marx’s the ory is the rel a tive
po si tion of the en tre pre neur and the worker in the pro cess of pro duc tion - in 
the fi nal anal y sis, con trol of the means of pro duc tion. The cur rently dom i -
nant so cio log i cal trends es chew this tenet as dog matic. The dis pute is a the -
o ret i cal one and can not be re solved by em pir i cal re search alone. For no
mat ter how much im por tant knowl edge such re search may con trib ute, ac -
cord ing to crit i cal the ory it nev er the less tends to ob scure the ob jec tive
struc tures in ques tion. Not even the op po nents of di a lec ti cal think ing want
to de fer in def i nitely dis cus sion of a the ory that ex presses the real in ter ests
of So ci ol ogy. The con tro versy is in effect about interpretation - unless it is
precisely the need for interpretation itself that is being banished as un sci en -
tific.

A di a lec ti cal the ory of So ci ety seeks out the struc tural laws un der ly ing
the em pir i cal world, which man i fest them selves in these em pir i cal facts
and are in turn mod i fied by them. By „struc tural laws“ it means his tor i cal
trends which are de rived, by and large co gently, from the con stit u ents of
the to tal sys tem of So ci ety. Marxian pro to types for these were the law of
sur plus value [Wertgesetz], the law of ac cu mu la tion, and the law of col -
lapse [Zusammenbruchsgesetz]. By „struc ture,“ di a lec ti cal the ory does not 
mean con cep tual schemes un der which so cio log i cal data are sub sumed in
as com plete and unproblematic a man ner as pos si ble. The aim is not so
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much sys tem ati za tion as the to tal so cial sys tem which pre cedes the pro ce -
dures and re sults of the sci ences them selves. This, how ever, does not mean
that such a the ory is ex empt from fac tual val i da tion. It must not be come
ten den tious, if it does not want to de gen er ate into dog ma tism and re peat by
in tel lec tual means what in the East ern block has been per pe trated by the
pow ers that be in the name of di a lec ti cal ma te ri al ism. It would ar rest what
in fact in its own terms can only be seen as a state of flux. The fetishization
of ob jec tive laws has its coun ter part in the fetishization of facts. Di a lec ti cal 
think ing, acutely aware of the pre pon der ance of these ob jec tive laws, crit i -
cizes rather than cel e brates both them and the il lu sion that the course of the
world is al ready de ter mined by what is par tic u lar and con crete. Much more
likely is that un der the spell of the his tor i cal pro cess the par tic u lar and the
con crete are pre vented from re al iza tion al to gether. The term „Plu ral ism“
has a falsely uto pian ring about it. It car ries with it in sin u a tion that the ideal
world is al ready at hand. Its func tion is to as suage. For that rea son a
selfcritical di a lec ti cal the ory must not ac com mo date it self com fort ably to
the gen eral his tor i cal sit u a tion. On the con trary, it must break with the lat -
ter. Even di a lec ti cal think ing, how ever, is not im mune from a false sep a ra -
tion of thought ful re flec tion and em pir i cal re search. Some time ago a Rus -
sian in tel lec tual of con sid er able in flu ence ex plained to me that so ci ol ogy in 
the So viet Un ion is a new sci ence. He re ferred of course to the em pir i cal
kind. That so ci ol ogy might have any thing to do with the the ory of so ci ety,
which in his coun try is the of fi cially sanc tioned state re li gion, was an idea
as for eign to him as the fact that Marx had him self done em pir i cal re search.
Rei fied con scious ness does not cease to ex ist just be cause the con cept of
„rei fi ca tion“ oc cu pies pride of place. The hum bug with con cepts like „im -
pe ri al ism“ or „mo nop oly“ - in no cent of all re flec tion upon the real state of
af fairs which these terms de note - is just as pho ney and ir ra tio nal as the at ti -
tude which, in the name of a blindly nominalistic view of the world, re fuses 
to rec og nize that such con cepts as „ex change-so ci ety“ ex press some thing
ob jec tive, that they point to some thing which is ob scured by ex clu sively
em pir i cal data. They are an in di ca tion of something which is by no means
always easily translatable into operationally defined states of affairs. Both
of these approaches are to be eschewed. In this regard „Late Capitalism or
industrial Society?“ reflects from a position of autonomy the meth od o log i -
cal aim of selfcriticizm.

A straight for ward an swer to this ques tion can not be ex pected and should
per haps not even be sought af ter. When com pelled to choose be tween al ter -
na tive con cep tions, even when these are the o ret i cal ones, one is al ready
act ing un der du ress. Such al ter na tives re flect co er cive sit u a tions that in an

3



un free so ci ety are pro jected onto the in tel lect, which could do worse than
con trib ute to its own eman ci pa tion by ob sti nately re flect ing upon the na -
ture of this bond age. The dia lec ti cian in par tic u lar should re sist any pres -
sure to opt for ei ther „late cap i tal ism“ or „in dus trial so ci ety,“ how ever un -
satis fy ing he may find the lack of com mit ment in her ent in this
„on-the-one-hand/on-the-other-hand“ ap proach. He most es pe cially -
Brecht’s ad vice not with stand ing - should be on his guard against over sim -
pli fi ca tion; sheer force of men tal habit is much too likely to sug gest the
stan dard an swer, just as surely as his op po nent will find the coun ter-ar gu -
ment with equal fa cil ity. Who ever holds to the in sight of the pre dom i nance
of the sys tem and its struc ture over par tic u lar states of af fairs will not, like
his op po nents, dis miss con tra dic tions out of hand as an er ror of method or
judg ment, or seek to elim i nate them through an in ter nal re or ga ni za tion of
the sys tem of sci en tific con cepts. In stead he will trace them back to the
struc ture of so ci ety as a whole, a struc ture which has been an an tag o nis tic
one ever since so ci ety has ex isted, and which re mains so to this day. In ter -
na tional con flicts and the per ma nent threat of a cat a strophic war dem on -
strate this, most re cently in the Rus sian in va sion of Czecho slo va kia. It is
pre cisely this which is ig nored by a „pi geon hole“ kind of think ing which
pro jects the for mal-log i cal prin ci ple of noncontradiction di rectly onto the
sub ject mat ter un der con sid er ation. The point is not to choose be tween the
above two for mu las on the ba sis of one’s own the o ret i cal po si tion or per -
sonal in cli na tion, but to re al ize that their relationship is itself an expression
of the objective contradiction which marks the present stage of society, one 
which sociology should address at the theoretical level.

Cer tain prog no ses of di a lec ti cal the ory are in con flict with its other prog -
no ses. A few have not come about at all. Some the o ret i cal and an a lyt i cal
con cepts have in the mean time led to antinomies which can be ig nored only 
with dif fi culty. Yet other pre dic tions, orig i nally closely re lated to those
which have re mained un ful filled, have been dra mat i cally con firmed. Even
those who re ject the idea that the ory should aim at pre dic tions will not sim -
ply con tent them selves, in the light of these claims by di a lec ti cal the ory,
with the off hand con clu sion that it is partly true and partly false. These are
am bi gu ities re quir ing ex pla na tion. While pro le tar ian class con scious ness
may in deed not ex ist in the ad vanced cap i tal ist coun tries, this does not nec -
es sar ily mean, as the com monly held view would have it, that so cial classes 
do no lon ger ex ist. Class was orig i nally de fined in terms of the means of
pro duc tion, not in terms of the con scious ness of its mem bers. There is no
lack of plau si ble ex pla na tions for the ab sence of this class con scious ness.
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For in stance, the pau per iza tion of the work ing class has not in fact be come
worse. In stead the work ing class has been in creas ingly in te grated into mid -
dle-class so ci ety, shar ing its val ues to an ex tent that could not have been
fore seen dur ing and im me di ately af ter the in dus trial rev o lu tion, when the
marginalized in dus trial pro le tar iat was first re cruited from the pau per ized
and the ru ral poor. Class sit u a tion does not straight for wardly trans late into
class con scious ness. The great ma jor ity of the pop u la tion who, by vir tue of
this very in te gra tion, have no more con trol over their own fate than they did 
120 years ago, lack not only a sense of class sol i dar ity, but also full aware -
ness that they are the ob jects and not the sub jects of so ci etal pro cesses -
pro cesses which, as sub jects, they nev er the less keep in mo tion. The de vel -
op ment of class con scious ness, ac cord ing to Marx, was to her ald a fun da -
men tal his tor i cal trans for ma tion, yet Marx treated it as a mere
epiphenomenon. At any rate, when in those coun tries in which the class re -
la tion ship is most ob vi ous - North Amer ica, for in stance - class con scious -
ness has not man i fested it self for a long time (if it ever ex isted there in the
first place) and when the ques tion of the pro le tar iat be comes such a thor -
oughly vex ing one, then quan tity changes into qual ity. As a re sult, the sus -
pi cion of mys ti fi ca tion can not be eas ily dis missed, ex cept per haps by de -
cree. The core of the prob lem is Marx’s the ory of sur plus value. It was
meant to pro vide an ob jec tive eco nomic ex pla na tion of the ex is tence of so -
cial classes and of the grow ing con flict be tween them. If tech ni cal prog ress
(or rather in dus tri al iza tion) causes the pro por tion of liv ing la bor - which
ac cord ing to Marx’s the ory alone de ter mines sur plus value - to fall to some
neg li gi ble fig ure, then this chal lenges the en tire the ory of sur plus value.
That there is at pres ent no ob jec tive the ory of value is not merely be cause
only the es tab lished schools of eco nomic the ory en joy ac a demic re spect -
abil ity. It is also a re minder of how ex traor di narily dif fi cult it is to give an
ob jec tive ex pla na tion of the for ma tion of so cial classes with out re course to
the the ory of sur plus value. As a noneconomist one gets the im pres sion that 
even the socalled neo-Marx ist the o ries want to plug the var i ous gaps in
their ac count of cen tral prob lem ar eas by bor row ing from ac a demic ‘sub -
jec tive’ eco nom ics. There can be lit tle doubt that it is not merely the de te ri -
o ra tion in the ca pac ity for con cep tual think ing which is re spon si ble for this. 
Per haps to day’s world sim ply can no lon ger be cap tured by an in ter nally
con sis tent the ory. Marx had in some re spects an eas ier task since at the the -
o ret i cal and sci en tific lev els he was deal ing with a con cep tu ally co her ent
world view: that of lib er al ism. He needed merely to in quire whether the dy -
namic cat e go ries of cap i tal ism them selves cor re sponded to this men tal lib -
eral model of it. By way of the de ter mi nate ne ga tion of the con cep tual
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schema with which he was faced, he wanted to bring forth a sim i lar, in its
turn sys tem atic, the ory. Such a strat egy is no lon ger pos si ble to day: the
mar ket econ omy has be come so ob vi ously de fec tive that it would make a
mock ery of ev ery such at tempt. The ir ra tio nal ity of the cur rent so cial struc -
ture re sists its ra tio nal grasp at the the o ret i cal level. The view that con trol
of eco nomic pro cesses is in creas ingly be com ing a func tion of po lit i cal
power is true in the sense that it can be de duced from the dy nam ics of the
sys tem as a whole, and yet at the same time it points in the di rec tion of ob -
jec tive ir ra tio nal ity. This, and not only the ster ile dog ma tism of the
adherents of this view, could help explain why an objective and compelling 
theory of society has been lacking for so long. It may be, however, that
abandoning all hope for such a theory does not so much reflect a strength -
en ing of the critical scientific spirit as it is an expression of enforced
resignation. There is an atavistic trend not only in society at large but also
in the quality of the thinking about it.

Then again: there are com pel ling facts which can not, in their turn, be ad e -
quately in ter preted with out in vok ing the key con cept of ‘cap i tal ism." Hu -
man be ings are, as much as ever, ruled and dom i nated by the eco nomic pro -
cess. It is, how ever, not just the pop u la tion at large which is sub jected to
this dom i na tion but also those in con trol and their en tou rage. The clas si cal
Marx ist the ory held that the pow er ful would even tu ally be come ap pend -
ages of their own ma chin ery of pro duc tion. The much-dis cussed ques tion
of the man a ge rial rev o lu tion, ac cord ing to which power has de volved from
the le gal own ers to the bu reau cra cies, seems to be of sec ond ary im por tance
by com par i son. Now as much as ever, the so ci etal pro cess pro duces and re -
pro duces a class struc ture which - even if it is not the one de picted in Zola’s
Ger mi nal - is at the very least a struc ture which the anti soci al ist Nietz sche
an tic i pated with the for mula „shep herd-less, one large herd.“2 This
heteronomy is the re sult, how ever, of some thing Nietz sche him self did not
care to see: that here we con front the same old so cial op pres sion, now be -
come anon y mous. If the in creas ing immiseration has not come about ex -
actly in the way Marx had pre dicted, it most cer tainly has in the no less
fright en ing sense that in tel lec tual unfreedom and de pend ence upon a so cial 
ap pa ra tus no lon ger con trolled by its op er a tors, has now be come uni ver sal.
The much-la mented im ma tu rity of the masses re flects their in abil ity ever to 
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con trol their own lives, which they ex pe ri ence as blind fate, just as in my -
thol ogy. Em pir i cal in ves ti ga tions, for that mat ter, in di cate that sub jec -
tively, in terms of their own con cep tion of re al ity, so cial classes are by no
means as lev eled as at times has been as sumed. Even the o ries of im pe ri al -
ism, now that the great powes have been forced to re lin quish their col o nies, 
are by no means out dated. The so cial pro cesses to which these the o ries
were meant to draw at ten tion are as real as ever, namely in the con flict be -
tween the two mon strous power blocks. The os ten si bly out dated doc trine
of so cial an tag o nisms, with its telos of even tual di sas ter, is now over shad -
owed by the more ob vi ously po lit i cal ones. Whether and to what ex tent the
class relationship should be reformulated to encompass the relation
between the leading industrial nations and the developing nations courted
by them is something which cannot be pursued here.

In terms of the con cep tual frame work of di a lec ti cal crit i cal the ory, I
would like to sug gest, as a ten ta tive and nec es sar ily ab stract an swer, that
con tem po rary so ci ety is most cer tainly an „in dus trial so ci ety“ from the
point of view of the forces of pro duc tion. In dus trial pro duc tion has ev ery -
where be come a model for so ci ety at large, ir re spec tive of po lit i cal sys -
tems. It is an allencompassing to tal ity in as much as in dus trial pro ce dures
and meth ods reach into the spheres of ma te rial pro duc tion, ad min is tra tion,
and dis tri bu tion, as well as into the sphere of „cul ture.“ They do so with
eco nomic ne ces sity. On the other hand, con tem po rary so ci ety is „cap i tal is -
tic“ in terms of the re la tions of pro duc tion. Peo ple are still what they were
ac cord ing to Marx’s anal y sis in the mid dle of the nine teenth cen tury: ap -
pend ages of ma chines. No lon ger merely lit er ally, in the sense that in dus -
trial work ers have to ar range their lives in ac cor dance with the dic tates of
the ma chines they serve, but in a much wider, met a phoric sense: they are
forced to obey - as role-bear ers - an ab stract so cial mech a nism with out de -
mur, and that right down to their most in ti mate emo tional lives. Pro duc tion
re quires the profit mo tive as much as it ever did. Hu man needs have be -
come a func tion of the ma chin ery of pro duc tion, rather than vice versa, to a
much greater ex tent than could have been fore seen in Marx’s day, al though 
po ten tially they have been this all along. They are thor oughly ma nip u lated.
It is of course true enough that in this trans for ma tion, in be ing thus molded
and shaped to the re quire ments of the so cial ap pa ra tus, hu man needs are to
some de gree met - needs which the so cial ap pa ra tus can then ef fec tively
mo bi lize in its own de fense. But the use-value as pect of com mod i ties has,
in the in terim, lost what ever im me di ate selfevidence it may once have pos -
sessed. It is not only that hu man needs are only met in di rectly, by way of
ex change value; in some sec tors of the econ omy these needs are them -
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selves cre ated di rectly by the profit-in ter ests them selves, to the det ri ment
of ob jec tive con sumer needs - ad e quate hous ing, for in stance, and es pe -
cially the need for ed u ca tion and for in for ma tion about gen eral events
which most di rectly con cern the con sumer. In those ar eas in which ex -
change value is not a mat ter of na ked selfpreservation, the ten dency is for it
to be en joyed for its own sake. Em pir i cal so ci ol ogy deals with this phe -
nom e non un der such head ings as „sta tus-sym bol“ or ‘pres tige," with out re -
ally grasp ing its ob jec tive sig nif i cance. In the highly in dus tri al ized parts of
the world it has been pos si ble - at least, Keynes not with stand ing, as long as
new eco nomic di sas ters do not oc cur - to pre vent the most bla tant forms of
pov erty, al though not as ef fec tively as the the sis of the af flu ent so ci ety pro -
claims. How ever, the spell which the sys tem as a whole casts over its mem -
bers has been strength ened by greater so cial in te gra tion. At the same time it 
can hardly be de nied that the in creased sat is fac tion of ma te rial needs, how -
ever dis torted by the sys tem these may be, of fers a con crete ex am ple of
what life with out pov erty or need could mean. Even in the poor est coun -
tries no body would need to starve any lon ger. There are few im ped i ments
to a better un der stand ing of what is ob jec tively pos si ble. An in di ca tion of
this is the ex traor di nary fear of gen eral po lit i cal ed u ca tion not part of the
of fi cial com mu ni ca tion sys tem. What Marx and Engels had crit i cized as
uto pi an ism - for fear that such think ing would un der mine a more hu mane
or ga ni za tion of so ci ety - has now be come a dis tinct pos si bil ity. The cri -
tique of uto pian think ing it self has to day de gen er ated to a stock ideo log i cal
re sponse, while the tri umphs of tech no log i cal pro duc tion bol ster the
illusion that a utopian world - which is in fact incompatible with the ex is t -
ing relations of production - has already been realized within con tem po rary 
society. But the new direction these contradictions have taken in
international politics, as indicated by the arms race between East and West,
render impossible what is in fact objectively possible.

Rec og niz ing all this, how ever, re quires that one re sist the temp ta tion to
blame tech nol ogy (more pre cisely, the forces of pro duc tion) for ev ery -
thing, or to en gage - as crit ics are fre quently wont to do - in a kind of
highlevel the o ret i cal Luddism. It is not so much tech nol ogy it self as its in -
ter con nec ted ness with the so cial cir cum stances in which it is em bed ded
that has be come so fate ful. One should bear in mind, for in stance, that tech -
no log i cal de vel op ment has been chan neled in a cer tain di rec tion in def er -
ence to profit and power in ter ests. By now there is in deed an om i nous cor -
re spon dence be tween this tech no log i cal de vel op ment and the need for con -
trol. It is no co in ci dence that it is the in ven tion of new means of de struc tion
which has be come ex em plary for a new type of tech nol ogy. Its po ten tial for 
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uses which, by con trast, do not lend them selves to dom i na tion, cen tral iza -
tion, and vi o lence against na ture has re mained ru di men tary - al though in all 
prob a bil ity it could heal much of what the current technology has damaged
either literally or figuratively.

De spite all as sur ances to the con trary and de spite its dy namic ap pear ance 
and in creased pro duc tiv ity, cer tain as pects of con tem po rary so ci ety are
nev er the less static. This holds for the re la tions of pro duc tion, for in stance,
which now in volve not merely own er ship but also ad min is tra tion - all the
way to the role of the state as the gen eral cap i tal ist. In as much as the re la -
tions of pro duc tion are be ing ra tio nal ized in the tech ni cal sense and thus as -
sim i lated to the forces of pro duc tion, these so cial re la tions have doubt -
lessly be come more flex i ble. But this de vel op ment fos ters the il lu sion that
full em ploy ment and the main te nance of the sta tus quo rep re sent some kind 
of ideal. What is lost from view is that there is in fact a uni ver sal in ter est in
the eman ci pa tion from heteronomous forms of work. The cur rent, ex -
tremely fluid in ter na tional sit u a tion is only tem po rarily sta ble. It is a prod -
uct of forces which threaten to de stroy it. Within the reign ing re la tions of
pro duc tion, the hu man race is its own re serve army, as it were, and it is vict -
ualed ac cord ingly. Marx’s faith in the his tor i cal pri macy of the forces of
pro duc tion, which were to dis solve the re la tions of pro duc tion, has been far 
too op ti mis tic. To this ex tent Marx, the avowed op po nent of Ger man ide al -
ism, re mained true to ide al ism’s af fir ma tive the ory of his tory. Faith in the
world spirit has func tioned as an al ibi for many a later ver sion of that so cial
or der which, ac cord ing to the elev enth Feuerbach the sis, was to be
changed. The re la tions of pro duc tion, out of sheer selfpreservation and by
means of patch work and piece meal mea sures, have con tin ued to sub or di -
nate the un leashed forces of pro duc tion. The pre pon der ance of the re la tions 
of pro duc tion over the forces of pro duc tion, which have long since made a
mock ery of the for mer, is the sym bol of the age. That the long arm of the
hu man race reaches to dis tant and bar ren plan ets yet is un able to en sure
eter nal peace on earth, shows how ab surd the sit u a tion is to ward which the
di a lec tic of so cial de vel op ment is mov ing. That the ac tual course of his tor i -
cal events has so dashed the hopes of an ear lier gen er a tion is to a large de -
gree a re sult of the in te gra tion of what Veblen called the „un der ly ing pop u -
la tion.“ Only those who would place the ab stract hap pi ness of so ci ety as a
whole higher than the hap pi ness of in di vid ual hu man be ings could wish
this to be un done. This in te gra tion was it self a re sult of a de vel op ment of
the forces of pro duc tion, al though not in the sense of their pri macy over the
re la tions of pro duc tion. It was a mis take to ever have thought of this mech -
a nis ti cally. The re al iza tion of this pri macy of the forces of pro duc tion
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would have re quired the spon ta ne ous co op er a tion of all those with an in ter -
est in the trans for ma tion of so cial con di tions, whose num bers by now have
long ex ceeded - by sev eral or ders of mag ni tude - those of the gen u ine in -
dus trial pro le tar iat. Ob jec tive in ter est and sub jec tive spon ta ne ity, how ever, 
re main poles apart; the lat ter has prac ti cally with ered un der the op pres sive
pre dom i nance of the sta tus quo. Marx’s for mu la tion, ac cord ing to which
the ory be comes a ma te rial force in the world as soon as it takes hold of the
masses, has been fla grantly in verted by the ac tual course of his tor i cal
events. If so ci ety is so or ga nized that it au to mat i cally or de lib er ately
blocks, by means of the cul ture and con scious ness in dus try and by mo nop -
o lies of pub lic opin ion, even the sim plest knowl edge and aware ness of om -
i nous po lit i cal events or of im por tant crit i cal ideas and the o ries; if, to com -
pound it all, the or ga ni za tion of society paralyzes even the very ability to
imagine the world differently from the way it in fact overwhelmingly
appears to its inhabitants, then this rigid and manipulated mental condition
becomes every bit as much a material force - a force of repression - as its
counterpart, i.e., free and independent thought, which once sought its
elimination.

The term „in dus trial so ci ety,“ on the other hand, evokes, in a cer tain
sense, a tech no cratic read ing of Marx. It also sug gests that this el e ment in
Marx is still ap pli ca ble in our world - even though Marx is at the same time
treated as ob so lete. The term „in dus trial so ci ety“ im plies that the very na -
ture of so ci ety can be de duced di rectly from the state of the forces of pro -
duc tion - i.e., in de pend ently of the pre vail ing so cial con di tions. It is re ally
quite as ton ish ing how sel dom these con di tions them selves are dis cussed
and an a lyzed in con tem po rary so ci ol ogy. What is best - not that it au gurs
well for the fu ture - is lost from view, namely the to tal ity, that which Hegel
termed the allpervasive „ether“ of so ci ety. This, how ever, is any thing but
ethe real; it is the ens realissimum. In as much as it is in deed ab stract, it is an
ab strac tion which is not to be blamed on a day dream ing and will ful cast of
mind, out of touch with re al ity, but rather on the sys tem of com mod ity ex -
change, that ob jec tive ab strac tion to which so ci ety pays obei sance. Its
power over hu man be ings is more real than the power ex erted by par tic u lar
in sti tu tions, which in their turn are im plic itly mod eled on this gen eral pat -
tern drummed into peo ple’s heads. The help less ness which is ex pe ri enced
by the in di vid ual when con fronted with the to tal ity is a most pal pa ble ex -
pres sion of this. But in so ci ol ogy, with its bent for ab stract-log i cal and
classi fi ca tory think ing, these con sti tu tive so cial re la tion ships - these so cial
con di tions within which pro duc tion takes place - are treated much more je -
junely than is ap pro pri ate to this con crete to tal ity [konkret Allgemeine].
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They are trivialized to such terms as „power“ or „so cial con trol.“ These are
categories which have lost their sting, for what is specifically social about
society, its structure, is thereby lost from view.

A straight for ward op po si tion be tween forces of pro duc tion and re la tions
of pro duc tion, how ever, would not be very di a lec ti cal. They are in ter con -
nected with one an other in com plex ways; each pre sup poses the other. It is
this which tempts one sim ply to re duce ev ery thing to the forces of pro duc -
tion, when in fact it is the re la tions of pro duc tion which are par a mount. The 
forces of pro duc tion are, now more than ever, me di ated by the re la tions of
pro duc tion - so thor oughly and com pletely in fact that it is per haps for this
very rea son that the re la tions of pro duc tion seem to be so in eluc ta bly real.
They have be come sec ond na ture to us. It is pre cisely this which is re spon -
si ble for the fact that hu man be ings are starv ing in many parts of the world - 
in ab surd con trast to what is ob jec tively pos si ble. Even where ma te rial af -
flu ence is wide spread, it seems to be af flicted by some kind of a curse, as if
the inauthenticity of hu man needs has blighted the con sumer goods them -
selves. It is quite def i nitely pos si ble to dis tin guish be tween ob jec tively
„true“ and „false“ hu man needs, even if this must not pro vide any where in
the world a pre text for the bu reau cratic reg i men ta tion of life. Hu man needs, 
for better or worse, re flect the con di tion of so ci ety as a whole. They do not
come first in this ad min is tered world, even if they may be wel come data for 
mar ket re search. A judg ment about true or false needs would have to take
the struc ture of so ci ety as a whole into ac count, to gether with all of its
mediations. The il lu sory and distortive as pects of sat is fac tion of needs are
to day un doubt edly reg is tered at the sub con scious level, and this con trib -
utes to the dis con tent with civ i li za tion. A more im me di ate cause of the gen -
eral un ease how ever - even more im por tant than the im pen e tra ble in ter con -
nec ted ness of sat is fac tion of needs with profit and power in ter ests - is the
im pla ca ble and in ces sant threat to the one hu man need upon which all oth -
ers de pend: the sim ple in ter est in sur vival. Even the most sump tu ous sup -
ply of con sumer goods is some thing of a mock ery in a world in which the
bomb could fall any min ute. There is how ever a di rect con nec tion be tween
the in ter na tional ten sions, which are in creas ing right now to the point of
threat en ing to tal war, and - taken lit er ally - the re la tions of pro duc tion. The
threat of the one ca tas tro phe is post poned and less ened by the other. The re -
la tions of pro duc tion could hardly avoid the apoc a lyp tic con vul sions which 
fur ther eco nomic cri ses would bring in their wake, if an in or di nate pro por -
tion of the gross na tional prod uct - which would oth er wise lack a mar ket -
were not be ing di verted for the pro duc tion of means of de struc tion. This is
also hap pen ing in the So viet Un ion, de spite the elim i na tion of the mar ket
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econ omy there. The eco nomic rea sons for this are clear: the de sire for more 
rapid eco nomic growth in this back ward coun try brought about a dic ta to -
rial and aus tere ad min is tra tion. The free ing of the forces of pro duc tion has
re sulted in new con straints by the re la tions of pro duc tion: eco nomic pro -
duc tion has be come an end in it self and has pre vented the re al iza tion of the
orig i nal goal, namely un cur tailed and gen u ine free dom. The bour geois
con cept of so cially use ful la bor, which is be ing sa tan i cally par o died in both 
of these po lit i cal sys tems, was orig i nally mea sured by the yard stick of the
mar ket place, by profit, and not ever in terms of plain use ful ness for the peo -
ple them selves, let alone in terms of hu man hap pi ness. This dom i na tion of
the re la tions of pro duc tion over hu man be ings re quires, as much as ever,
the most highly de vel oped forces of pro duc tion. While these two re al i ties
are con cep tu ally dis tinct, this be dev iled sit u a tion can not be grasped by iso -
lat ing one from the other. They il lu mi nate one an other re cip ro cally. Over -
pro duc tion - which stim u lated the orig i nal ex pan sion and in turn cap tured
and then trans formed the os ten si bly sub jec tive needs - is now spouted forth
by a tech ni cal ap pa ra tus which has be come so autarchic that it would be -
come ir ra tio nal (i.e., un prof it able) if it sank be low a cer tain vol ume of pro -
duc tion. Over pro duc tion is con se quently the in ev i ta ble re sult of the ex ist -
ing re la tions of pro duc tion. The only sense in which the forces of pro duc -
tion are not ham pered by the re la tions of pro duc tion is in the pros pect of to -
tal an ni hi la tion. The meth ods of cen tral ized con trol with which the masses
are nev er the less kept in line, re quire a de gree of concentration and
centralization which possesses not only an economic, but also a tech no log i -
cal aspect, for instance - as the mass media exemplify - the technical
possibility of controlling and coordinating [gleichschalten] the beliefs and
attitudes of countless people from some central location - something which
requires nothing more obtrusive than the selection and presentation of
news and news commentary.

The power of these unrevolutionized re la tions of pro duc tion is greater
than ever and yet, since they are ob jec tively anach ro nis tic, they are dam -
aged, af flicted, and out of kil ter. They no lon ger func tion au to mat i cally.
State in ter ven tion in the econ omy is not - as the old school of lib eral think -
ing be lieved - an ex tra ne ous and su per flu ous im po si tion, but is es sen tial to
the work ing of the sys tem as a whole. It is the very epit ome of selfdefense.
Noth ing could il lus trate the con cept of di a lec tics more strik ingly. Hegel’s
Phi los o phy of Right - a work in which bour geois ide ol ogy and the di a lec tic
of bour geois so ci ety are in ex tri ca bly linked - pro ceeded in an anal o gous
fash ion: it had to pos tu late the nec es sary of state in ter ven tion as a coun ter -
vail ing force to so ci ety’s own im ma nent di a lec tic. Its ab sence, in Hegel’s
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view, would cause so ci ety’s dis in te gra tion. Hegel had to pos tu late an im -
par tial state ap pa ra tus - it self sup pos edly un af fected by the bal ance of
power in so ci ety - which in ter vened to re duce so cial con flict by means of a
po lice force. This in ter ven tion by the state is at the same time part of so ci -
ety’s im ma nent di a lec tic, com pa ra ble to the way in which Hegel’s po lar
op po site, Marx, had vi su al ized the rev o lu tion of the re la tions of pro duc -
tion: on the one hand as some thing in her ent in the his tor i cal pro cess it self
and yet, on the other, as an event which could be brought about only by an
act qual i ta tively dif fer ent from the in ter nal dy nam ics of this sys tem. It has
some times been ar gued that it is pre cisely this state in ter ven tion in the
econ omy and, even more so, the fact that largescale and longterm plan ning
have long since be come a fact of life, which proves that late cap i tal ism,
hav ing over come the an ar chy of com mod ity pro duc tion, can no lon ger be
termed „cap i tal ism.“ But this view ig nores that the so cial fate of the in di -
vid ual is no less pre car i ous now than it was in the past. At no time has the
cap i tal ist eco nomic model func tioned in the way its lib eral apol o gists have
claimed. Al ready in Marx’s work it was seen as an ide ol ogy and crit i cized
ac cord ingly. Marx dem on strated how lit tle the selfconception of bour geois
so ci ety cor re sponded to the ac tual re al ity. It is not with out a cer tain irony
that it should be pre cisely this crit i cal point - that even in its hey day lib er al -
ism was not re ally lib eral - which has now been re vived in the the sis that
cap i tal ism is not re ally cap i tal is tic. Even this is in dic a tive of a fun da men tal
change. Mea sured by its own ra tio nale of a free and just ex change, bour -
geois so ci ety had al ways been ir ra tio nal, un free, and un just. But as bour -
geois so ci ety has de te ri o rated even fur ther, this selfconception is it self dis -
in te grat ing. This is in turn then chalked up by the spokes men for the cur rent 
sit u a tion as a plus, a sit u a tion in which in te gra tion has in fact be come a
cover for so cial dis in te gra tion. What is ex tra ne ous to the eco nomic and so -
cial sys tem - right through to the ten dency to ward overt politicization - now 
re veals it self as a con sti tu tive fea ture of the sys tem as a whole. State in ter -
ven tion in the econ omy con firms the sur vival abil ity of the sys tem, but in -
di rectly also the the ory of the break down of cap i tal ism; the telos of state in -
ter ven tion is di rect po lit i cal dom i na tion in de pend ent of mar ket mech a -
nisms. The ex pres sion „man aged“ so ci ety [formierte Gesellschaft3 has
care lessly blurted this out. This re gres sive ten dency within lib eral cap i tal -
ism has its cor re la tive in a re gres sion at the in tel lec tual level - a re gres sion
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to a point be hind what is ob jec tively at tain able. Peo ple are los ing those per -
son al ity traits they no lon ger need and which have even be come a hin -
drance. The very core of in di vid u a tion is be gin ning to dis solve. In re cent
years, on the other hand, traces of a coun ter move ment have also be come
vis i ble, pri mar ily among the most di verse sec tions of the youth, namely re -
sis tance to blind conformism, free dom to opt for ra tio nally cho sen goals,
dis gust with the con di tion of the world as the hoax and il lu sion it is,4 and an
aware ness of the pos si bil ity of change. Only time will tell how sig nif i cant a 
move ment this is, or whether so ci ety’s col lec tive drive to selfdestruction
will tri umph in spite of this. Subjective regression, however, favors re gres -
sion of the system as a whole. Because the consciousness of the masses has
become dysfunctional (to borrow a term by Merton), its regressive
tendencies have begun to influence the social system as a whole. In creas -
ing ly the ability to maintain a rational and coherent ego identity, which
even the concept of a functional society still implied, is lost.

It is a so cially nec es sary il lu sion that the forces and the re la tions of pro -
duc tion are now one, and that so ci ety can there fore be an a lyzed in an
unproblematic and straight for ward way from the point of view of the forces 
of pro duc tion. The il lu sion is so cially nec es sary be cause as pects of the to tal 
so cial pro cess, which were orig i nally sep a rate and dis tinct, tan gi ble hu man
be ings in cluded, have been re duced to a kind of gen eral com mon de nom i -
na tor. Ma te rial pro duc tion, dis tri bu tion, and con sump tion are all col lec -
tively ad min is tered. Though these are dif fer ent spheres within a to tal so cial 
pro cess, they are nev er the less sep a rated by bound aries which once heeded
the qual i ta tive differentes which ex ist be tween them - bound aries which
are now dis ap pear ing. It is all of a piece. The to tal ity of the me di a tion pro -
cess - in fact that of the mar ket - pro duces a sec ond, il lu sory im me di acy.
This makes it pos si ble to ig nore the di vi sive and an tag o nis tic as pects of ac -
tual ex pe ri ence and to re press them from con scious ness. Such an at ti tude
to ward so ci ety - even if it does jus tice to the tech no log i cal and or ga ni za -
tional pro cesses and to the uni for mity pro duced by them - is nev er the less
quite il lu sory. It fails to See that these uni fy ing pro cesses are by no means
ra tio nal, for they re main sub or di nated to blind and ir ra tio nal causal pro -
cesses. There is no such thing as a col lec tive so ci etal sub ject. It is an il lu -
sion which could be de scribed by say ing that ev ery thing that to day ex ists in 
so ci ety is so thor oughly me di ated that it is pre cisely this mo ment of me di a -
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tion it self which is be gin ning to dis ap pear from view. An Ar chi me dean
point from which the night mare can be de fined no lon ger ex ists. The only
pos si ble ap proach is to seek out its in ter nal in con sis ten cies. That is what
Horkheimer and I had in mind de cades ago when we re ferred to the „tech -
no log i cal veil.“ The false iden ti fi ca tion of the world as it now is with its in -
hab it ants is a re sult of the enor mous ex pan sion of tech nol ogy. In ef fect this
amounts to an af fir ma tion of the re la tions of pro duc tion, for whose ben e fi -
cia ries one searches al most as much in vain these days as for the nearly in -
vis i ble pro le tar iat. The in creas ing au ton omy of the sys tem as a whole from
those who con trib ute it, in clud ing those in con trol, has reached its limit. It
has be come a gen eral fate, which now finds ex pres sion, as Freud put it, in
an om ni pres ent freefloating anx i ety; freefloating be cause it is no lon ger
able to at tach it self to any thing that is alive, ei ther peo ple or classes. In the
fi nal anal y sis, how ever, it is only the re la tion ships be tween hu man be ings
that lie bur ied be neath the re la tions of pro duc tion which have been ren -
dered au ton o mous. The om nip o tent so cial or der thereby cre ates its own
ide ol ogy, and ren ders it vir tu ally pow er less. How ever pow er ful a spell it
may cast, this nev er the less re mains just a spell. If So ci ol ogy, rather than
be ing a willing purveyor of welcome information for agencies and interest
groups, is to achieve something of that purpose for which it was originally
conceived, then it must contribute, however modestly, by means which are
not themselves subject to universal fetishization, toward breaking the spell.

(Transl. Frederik van Gelder)
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