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The Di a lec tic of Enlightenment (DoE) counts as one of the most im por tant
philo soph i cal works of the 20th cen tury.2 It is the most cel e brated text of
the Frank furt School, a kind of ‘Ur’-text of Crit i cal The ory, and the text on
which each sub se quent gen er a tion of as pi rant ‘crit i cal the o rists’ feels the
need to cut its teeth anew.3 It starts with the much-quoted line: „... we had
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1 Uni ver sity of Mel bourne, 3 April 2007.
2 1944: mim eo graphed ver sion Philosophische Fragmente; 1947: iQuerido Am ster dam;

1969: Fischer Verlag; 1972: first Eng lish trans la tion by John Cumming (Herder and
Herder, New York); 2002: new trans la tion by Edmund Jephcott (Stan ford UP.)

3 Albrecht Wellmer: „Das Buch ist das Gründungsdokument der späteren sogenannten
Frank furter Schule der Kritischen Theorie“. (in: „Adorno: Anwalt des Nicht-Identi -
schen.“) The pop u lar wikipedia calls it „the piv otal, fun da men tal text book of
Freudo-Marx ist Crit i cal The ory ex plain ing the socio-psy cho log i cal sta tus quo that had
been re spon si ble for, what the Frank furt School con sid ered, the fail ure of the En light en -
ment, a de feat rep re sented most dra mat i cally by the events of the Ho lo caust. ... It has
had a ma jor ef fect on 20th cen tury phi los o phy, so ci ol ogy, cul ture, and pol i tics, in spir ing 
es pe cially the 1960s coun ter-cul ture.“ The 1976 Con tin uum pb ver sion calls it, on its
cover, – quot ing a TLS re view – „a mon u ment of clas sic Ger man pro gres sive so cial the -
ory“, and „worth read ing as an in tro duc tion to the pe cu liar syn the sis of Marx, Freud,
Nietz sche and Heidegger com monly as so ci ated with the name of Her bert Marcuse.“
(What the two au thors would have thought of one day be ing billed as an ‘in tro duc tion’
to Her bert Marcuse we can only spec u late upon.) The pb ver sion of the new Stan ford
trans la tion places it prom i nently un der a new se ries ti tle – added by the ed i tors – of
„Cul tural Mem ory in the Pres ent“, which rather neatly re verses the orig i nal mean ing. It
also in cludes a typ i cal ‘68’ ap pen dix, in which the ex pur ga tion of Marx ist ter mi nol ogy
in the 1969 Fischer edi tion is held up as a shame ful be trayal, by the au thors, of their
orig i nal committment to the Marx ism of their youn ger years, a kind of apos tasy: „The
Dis ap pear ance of Class His tory in DoE: A Commentary on the Textual variants (1944
and 1947) by Willen van Reijen and Jan Bransen“.



set our selves noth ing less than the dis cov ery of why man kind, in stead of
en ter ing into a truly hu man con di tion, is sink ing into a new kind of bar ba -
rism.“4 In post-war Eu rope, as peo ple sur veyed the ru ins, this res o nated,
once it got a hear ing, like noth ing else. Not in con ceiv able that the rea son it
is now find ing a re newed read er ship in the Eng lish-speak ing world is that
the ef fects upon the West it self of the wars now un leashed in the Mid dle
East – so cial, eco nomic, in tel lec tual – are be gin ning to show some sim i lar i -
ties to what many in Europe had gone through in the thirties.

Stan ford UP at any rate, pub lish ers of the new Edmund Jephcott trans la -
tion, now based on the de fin i tive text from the Max Horkheimer ar chive,
has this two-liner on its website that could be in ter preted in this way:

„DoE ... endeavours to an swer why mo der nity, in stead of ful fill ing the prom ises
of the En light en ment (e.g. prog ress, rea son, or der) has sunk into a new bar ba -
rism. Draw ing on their own work on the ‘cul ture in dus try’, as well as the ideas of
the key think ers of the En light en ment pro ject, (Des cartes, New ton, Kant)
Horkheimer and Adorno ex plain how the En light en ment’s ori en ta tion to wards
ra tio nal calculability and man’s dom i na tion of a dis en chanted na ture evinces a re -
ver sion to myth, and is re spon si ble for the rei fied struc tures of mod ern ad min is -
tered so ci ety, which has grown to resemble a new enslavement.“ 

The treat ment it re ceived at the hands of the re cent Cam bridge Com pan -
ion to Crit i cal The ory5 on the other hand is much more the tra di tional – dis -
tanced – ‘his tory of ideas’ ap proach, much more con cerned to in te grate this 
in di gest ible text into the Anglophone main stream.6

 * * *

The un usual pub li ca tion his tory of the DoE has been de scribed of ten
enough for me to be able to tell the tale briefly.7 Orig i nally cir cu lated, un -
der the ti tle Philosophische Fragmente [„Philo soph i cal Frag ments“]
amongst the in ner cir cle of the In sti tute mem bers in Los An geles and New
York to wards the end of the war – in mim eo graphed form – it was first pub -
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4 on line ver sion: x
5 Fred Rush (ed.) (2004) The Cam bridge Com pan ion to Crit i cal The ory, CUP.
6 Julian Rob erts: „The DoE“ in: Fred Rush, op. cit., p. 57 pp.
7 James Schmidt (1998): „Lan guage, My thol ogy and En light en ment – His tor i cal Notes on 

Horkheimer and Adorno’s Di a lec ti cal of En light en ment“ in: So cial Re search, vol. 65,
nr. 4, p. 807.



lished in Am ster dam in 1947, ac quir ing a read er ship only by de grees.8 Its
even tual rep u ta tion, in Ger many, did not re ally set in un til Horkheimer re -
luc tantly agreed – af ter stu dents had widely cir cu lated a boot leg ver sion –
to a new edi tion in 1969, and then, in ter na tion ally, from the time of the first
Eng lish edi tion in 1972 on wards. How pow er ful its in flu ence be came, af ter 
that – on many as pects of in tel lec tual life in Eu rope and be yond – can be
seen from the count less con fer ences, pub lic events, book ti tles that have
been de voted to it ever since.9 The fif ti eth com mem o ra tion of the pub li ca -
tion of the book, in 1997, was it self – an irony that did not go un re corded at
the time10 – a ‘me dia event’ in its own right, with con sid er able cov er age on
ra dio and tele vi sion11. There’s even a film now on the Frank furt School,
and the city of Frank furt has built an ‘Adorno’-mon u ment, boast ing a rep -
lica of his desk and metronome.12

So what is this book all about? That’s eas ier in the ask ing than in the an -
swer ing.

I as sume that I don’t have to say much about the way the book is built up.
The cen tral the sis – en light en ment is re vert ing to myth, while myth was al -
ready en light en ment – is both ex panded upon and il lus trated with two ‘ex -
curs es’, the first one on the fig ure of Ulys ses/Odys seus in the Homerian
epic, the other on the fate of mo ral ity, un der cap i tal ist con di tions, ex em pli -
fied in the work of the Mar quis de Sade. The rest are aph o ris tic pas sages,
in clud ing a some what lon ger one on anti-Sem i tism as an ex pres sion of the
limits of enlightenment.

What’s the core theme of the book? While cast ing about for way to in tro -
duce this I chanced upon two quo ta tions, in them selves un re lated to the
book, which nev er the less il lus trate its cen tral thesis. 

The first quote that I’d like to read is from a re cent New York Times
op-ed, de voted to the ques tion: „Are we aware what lies at the end of the
road opened up by the nor mal iza tion of tor ture?“13 It points to some thing
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8 Leo Löwenthal deadpanned: „Huxley does n’t read Ger man, and Joyce is dead.“ – re -
lated in James Schmidt.

9 Die Kritische Theorie hatte grossen Einfluss gehabt in viele Einzeldebatten hinein, von
der Neue Musik bis in der Aussenpolitik. Das Verhaeltnis zum Nahen Osten ist in
Deutsch land bis heute gepraegt von einem Bewusstsein fuer geschichtliche
Zusammenhaenge und moralische Verantwortlichkeit: auch in der Aussenpolitik also
ein Bruch mit der Adenauerzeit. Staatsraeson.

10 Rob ert Hullot-Kentor: „Adorno with out quo ta tion“ re printed in: Things be yond re sem -
blance. Col lected es says on Theodor W. Adorno, Co lum bia U.P. 2006.

11 Ra dio Bre men. ref.
12 Horkheimer is com mem o rated with a mod est bust in the Uni ver sity li brary.
13 Slavoj Zizek: „Knight of the Liv ing Dead“, NYT 24.3.2007.



most of us are vaguely aware of but pre fer to ig nore: that those who sup port 
part or all of what in the me dia is called the ‘war on ter ror’ (and who
amongst us could not pos si bly ‘be against ter ror ism’?) im plic itly or ex plic -
itly are also forced, it seems, to ac cept what now seems to have be come a
kind of in sti tu tion al ised con com i tant of this ‘war’14, namely the es tab lish -
ment of a shad owy and il le gal sys tem of de ten tion and in ter ro ga tion cen -
ters, in which mar tial law is ap plied on the ba sis of confessions extracted
under torture. 

„It is“ – I quote here from the op-ed – 

„as if not only the ter ror ists them selves, but also the fight against them, now has
to pro ceed in a grey zone of le gal ity. We thus have de facto ‘le gal’ and ‘il le gal’
crim i nals: those who are to be treated with le gal pro ce dures (us ing law yers and
the like), and those who are out side le gal ity, sub ject to mil i tary tri bu nals or seem -
ingly end less incarceration.“ 

There is now a cat e gory of per son that the 

„... Ital ian po lit i cal phi los o pher Giorgio Agamben calls ‘homo sacer’: a crea ture
le gally dead while bi o log i cally still alive. ... The Amer i can au thor i ties who deal
with de tain ees have be come a sort of coun ter part to homo sacer: act ing as a le gal
power, they op er ate in an empty space that is sus tained by the law and yet not reg -
u lated by the rule of law.“

That’s the first quote.
The sec ond one is from a book on Aus tra lian ab orig i nal cul ture, that I

chanced upon in the Mel bourne Mu seum:

„Eco nomic spe ciali sa tion in tra di tional ab orig i nal com mu ni ties was min i mal.
Most adults were able to per form any of the sub sis tence tasks done by oth ers in
the group. Di vi sion of la bour was pri mar ily based on gen der: men hunted large
game; women gath ered small ground rep tiles and other an i mals as well as veg e ta -
bles. In coastal and riverine ar eas both men and women fished and gath ered shell -
fish. For tech no log i cal rea sons, ex ten sive food stor age was not pos si ble, which
meant that most food, once ob tained, had to be con sumed im me di ately. Be cause
of this and be cause of the na ture of ab orig i nal kin ship ob li ga tions, shar ing was a
ma jor and de fin ing ethos of the cul ture. To be hu man was to share.“15

It was that last line that caught my at ten tion – „To be hu man was to
share“. Past tense.
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14 The quotes are there not to ques tion the re al ity of ter ror ism but to re mind that there are a 
num ber of dif fer ent ways of in ter pret ing what has happened.

15  Pe ter Sutton, Chris to pher An der son (1989): „In tro duc tion“ in: (ibid.)(Eds.) Dreamings
– the art of ab orig i nal Aus tra lia, p. 7.



There’s not much that gets to the heart of the DoE quite as well as this
sim ple jux ta po si tion – long be fore we even be gin to dis cuss the com par a -
tive mer its of Con ti nen tal ver sus other forms of Phi los o phy. This mod ern -
ised, high-tech, globalised, mo bile, postmodern, jaded, skep ti cal cul ture in
which we are all im bed ded – like jour nal ists on their way to the next bat tle
– is in the pro cess of ab ro gat ing what the com bat ive ‘Rad i cal En light en -
ment’ phi los o phers of the 17th and 18th cen tury only man aged to achieve
af ter a bit ter, 200-year strug gle against feu dal ab so lut ism: de moc racy and
the rule of law.16 In di vid ual rights, due pro cess, pub lic and open tri als,
equal ity be fore the law, an im par tial ju di ciary pro nounc ing judg ment on
the ba sis of laws pro mul gated by a dem o crat i cally elected leg is la ture. Not
for noth ing that the French Rev o lu tion is dated from the storm ing of a
prison, which to this day is cel e brated ev ery years on „Bas tille day“.17 No
le gal im pris on ment with out these en trenched clauses, „no cruel and un -
usual pun ish ments“, in the so no rous words of the 8th Amend ment to the
Amer i can Con sti tu tion.18

And then what the an thro pol o gists used to hold up as the most prim i tive
of Stone Age cul tures, a hunter-gath erer form of life in no cent of ag ri cul -
ture, an i mal hus bandry, metal smelt ing, the wheel, an al pha bet. The very
epit ome of back ward ness and prim i tiv ism, we used to be lieve. „To be
human was to share“.

How do these two quotes fit to gether? That’s the theme of the book, the
‘di a lec tic’ be tween hu man ity’s vic tory over ‘outer na ture’, jux ta posed to
that steady with er ing away of ‘in ner na ture’ and the ‘ob jec tive spirit’ – that
slide back into the pa gan my thol o gies of the ‘cul ture in dus try’. That ex u -
ber ant cel e bra tion of trivia, profit, pro pa ganda, blood-lust and erot i cism so
char ac ter is tic of so much of the con tem po rary me dia. „The fully en light -
ened earth ra di ates di sas ter tri um phant“19, we read in the DoE.
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16 Jon a than Is rael: The Rad i cal En light en ment.
17 14th of July, 1989.
18 For the au thors of the 8th Amend ment tor ture was so ob vi ously be yond the pale that it’s 

not even men tioned. That it may have been a wise pre cau tion to for mu late the 8th
amend ment in such a way that fu ture US ad min is tra tions could not use tor ture as a pol -
icy in stru ment seems not to have even crossed their minds.

19 DoE xx.



 * * *

I would like to dwell on two as pects of the book. The first one – the cul -
ture in dus try chap ter – is ‘ob jec tive’ in the sense it deals with that part of re -
al ity that can be ex pe ri enced; ei ther by our selves, or by go ing to the li brary
to read up on the his tory of what it is that is de scribed in it. The sec ond as -
pect is sub jec tive at least in this spe cial sense that it deals with the place of
the DoE within the his tory of ideas, within the his tory of phi los o phy
broadly conceived.

1. The Culture Industry chapter of the DoE

Adorno did not ever write a book en ti tled The Cul ture In dus try. What
Routledge and its ed i tor have re cently cob bled to gether un der this ti tle20 is
the cor re spond ing chap ter from the DoE, sup ple mented with a num ber of
es says from the Adorno col lected works, the Gesammelte Schriften. But
what this op por tu nis tic pub lish ing prac tice doubt lessly does re flect is that
the pe cu liar hold which the mass me dia have gained over all of us has in the 
mean time be come so over whelm ingly ob vi ous that this has en tered pub lic
con scious ness as an om i nous fact, on a par with global warm ing and var i -
ous other unpleasantries.21 

Let me try to get this into the per spec tive of the DoE. Horkheimer and
Adorno watched, dur ing their years of ex ile in Los An geles, where they
had close con tacts with a num ber of peo ple from the large Hol ly wood film
stu dios, the be gin nings of what in the mean time have be come glob ally op -
er at ing ad ver tis ing and mass me dia, for which they coined the term ‘cul ture 
in dus try’. News, mu sic, en ter tain ment, film, ad ver tis ing – now sup ple -
mented by the internet and the new dig i tal me dia – have be come, for a
steadily grow ing per cent age of the hu man race, the sole source of in for ma -
tion, po lit i cal con vic tions, moral-eth i cal ideas, re li gious guid ance, ed u ca -
tion, role mod els, gen der at ti tudes, war up dates, busi ness prac tices and
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20 T.W. Adorno (2001): The Cul ture In dus try – Se lected es says on mass cul ture, ed. by Jay 
Bernstein.

21 Even the psy chol o gist are be gin ning to make a stand: „A re port of the Amer i can Psy -
cho log i cal As so ci a tion (APA) re leased to day found ev i dence that the pro lif er a tion of
sex u al ized im ages of girls and young women in ad ver tis ing, mer chan dis ing, and me dia
is harm ful to girl’s self-im age and healthy de vel op ment.“ www.apa.org/re -
leases/sexualization.html : accessed 1.4.2007.



much else be sides. If this now ex tends to me dia nei ther George Or well nor
the au thors of the DoE knew, this sim ply means there are an gles to all of
this the abovementioned au thors had not even thought of. Who ever now a -
days opens up a news pa per, watches tele vi sion, opens an e"mail, uses a
mo bile tele phone, down loads an MP3, is au to mat i cally thrust into the role
of ‘cus tomer’ – a buyer in a new kind of con sumer mar ket con trolled by a
new kind of manufacturer called a ‘provider’. (Increasingly also: an
employee.)

What’s so prob lem atic about all this?
To put all this into the con text of the FS we need to take a step back, to

take in more of the con text. For the Eu ro pean in tel lec tu als who came – like
the Horkheimer group – from the di rec tion of Marx ism and Left
Hegelianism, the wars and cri ses so typ i cal of mo der nity (the First World
War, the Wall Street crash of 1929) were seen as the re sult of what Hegel
had al ready de scribed a cen tury ear lier in his Phi los o phy of Right as the
spe cific ‘prob lem’ of mo der nity: that so ci et ies based solely on for mal
rights and ‘the logic of the mar ket’ are in dan ger of re gress ing to a kind of
Dar win ian strug gle be tween what in the lan guage of to day would be called
‘global play ers’ – fi nan cial con glom er ates, in vest ment con sor tia, hedge
and eq uity funds, en ergy gi ants.22 As long as it is ex clu sively the mar ket
that is the ba sis for pub lic de ci sion-mak ing, ‘bour geois’ so ci ety is fated to
in sta bil ity and ul ti mately to war – ‘class war’, ac cord ing to Marx. If ev ery
as pect of our lives is sub ject to re lent less com mer cial iza tion „“ right down
to ed u ca tion, the fam ily, the en vi ron ment, pub lic or der, health care – then
ra tio nal pub lic pol icy in these ar eas be comes im pos si ble. This was the
Hegel-Marx background that they shared with Lukács and many others.23

But there was an other as pect of the Eu ro pean ex pe ri ence that found ex -
pres sion in the ‘Cul ture In dus try’ chap ter that was di rectly re lated to what
the au thors had seen un fold in the Weimar Re pub lic: an ef fi cient, cen trally
or gan ised Min is try of Pro pa ganda – equipped with the most mod ern means 
of mass com mu ni ca tion and dis sem i na tion24 – us ing this power to ham mer
xe no pho bic and rac ist prej u dices into the elec tor ate to gain votes. How
does one turn an or di nary voter into a ma niac shout ing for some one else’s
blood? The Na zis had shown that it could be done, and this has haunted
politics ever since.
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22 In Hegel’s ter mi nol ogy: xxxx
23 Hauke quote
24 the ‘Volksempfänger’



It is these two as pects to gether that give us a clue to what was on their
minds, Horkheimer and Adorno, watch ing the Hol ly wood stu dios and the
Hol ly wood films dur ing the war: fore bod ing that the com mer cial ised mass
cul ture they were see ing in sta tus nascendi could be mis used, one day, to
drive an en tire cul ture into a vari ant of the bar ba rism they had them selves
only barely man aged to flee.25 Not cheered by the lat est dis cov er ies in Psy -
chol ogy – that the hu man psy che is a lot more mal lea ble to co er cion and ex -
ter nal pres sure than the lib eral the o ries of au ton o mous in di vid u al ity were
pre pared to ac cept26 – Horkheimer and Adorno set about to paint a gloomy
pic ture of how en light en ment was turn ing into ‘its other’. It is this that ex -
plains the ur gency of tone, the quality of a ‘menetekel’, a writing on the
wall:

„Ad ver tis ing be comes art and noth ing else, just as Goeb bels -“ with fore sight –
com bines them: Part pour Part, ad ver tis ing for its own sake, a pure rep re sen ta tion 
of so cial power. In the most in flu en tial Amer i can mag a zines, Life and For tune, a
quick glance can now scarcely dis tin guish ad ver tis ing from ed i to rial pic ture and
text. The lat ter fea tures an en thu si as tic and gra tu itous ac count of the great man
(with il lus tra tions of his life and groom ing hab its) which will bring him new fans, 
while the ad ver tise ment pages use so many fac tual pho to graphs and de tails that
they rep re sent the ideal of in for ma tion which the ed i to rial part has only be gun to
try to achieve. The as sem bly"line char ac ter of the cul ture in dus try, the syn thetic,
planned method of turn ing out its prod ucts (fac tory"like not only in the stu dio
but, more or less, in the com pi la tion of cheap bi og ra phies, pseudodocumentary
nov els, and hit songs) is very suited to ad ver tis ing: the im por tant in di vid ual
points, by be com ing de tach able, in ter change able, and even tech ni cally alien ated
from any con nected mean ing, lend them selves to ends ex ter nal to the work. The
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25 These par al lels that Horkheimer and Adorno were draw ing be tween the Pro pa ganda
Min is try in Ger many and com mer cial ized mass cul ture in the US and then glob ally was
not of course any thing any of their Eng lish-speak ing col leagues were pre pared to coun -
te nance. Con ser va tive Ger man pro fes sors with a han ker ing af ter ‘Bildung’ should not
let the un der stand able frus tra tions of their ex ile ir ri tate them into launch ing an in tel lec -
tual broad side against their long-suf fer ing hosts – who were pro tect ing them, af ter all,
from their own coun try men. The tone is still there, sixty years later, in the Cam bridge
Com pan ion to Crit i cal The ory. „... in true Ger man con ser va tive man ner, the prob lems
of the age are di ag nosed as an ‘ill ness of the spirit’ which, one imag ines, the bless ings
of Bildung are to cure.“ – Rob erts, op. cit. p. 72. Else where: „the book is a work of con -
ser va tive cul tural crit i cism, which, on a con cep tual level, is by no means in com pat i ble
with work the Na zis were happy to tol er ate.“ Bernstein on this: „While Adorno no where 
iden ti fies the cul ture in dus try with the po lit i cal tri umph of fas cism, he does im ply, both
di rectly and in di rectly, that the cul ture in dus try’s ef fec tive in te gra tion of so ci ety marks
an equiv a lent tri umph of re pres sive uni fi ca tion in lib eral dem o cratic states to that which 
was achieved po lit i cally un der fas cism.“ („In tro duc tion“: Theodor W. Adorno – The
Culture Industry, 2001.

26 Ericht Fromm: „Zum Gefühl der Ohnmacht“ in: ZfS 1937.



ef fect, the trick, the iso lated re peat able de vice, have al ways been used to ex hibit
goods for ad ver tis ing pur poses, and to day ev ery mon ster close"up of a star is an
ad ver tise ment for her name, and ev ery hit song a plug for its tune. Ad ver tis ing
and the cul ture in dus try merge tech ni cally as well as eco nom i cally. In both cases
the same thing can be seen in in nu mer a ble places, and the me chan i cal rep e ti tion
of the same cul ture prod uct has come to be the same as that of the pro pa ganda slo -
gan. In both cases the in sis tent de mand for ef fec tive ness makes tech nol ogy into
psychotechnology, into a pro ce dure for ma nip u lat ing men. In both cases the stan -
dards are the strik ing yet fa mil iar, the easy yet catchy, the skill ful yet sim ple; the
ob ject is to over power the cus tomer, who is con ceived as ab sent"minded or re sis -
tant. 
By the lan guage he speaks, he makes his own con tri bu tion to cul ture as pub lic ity.
The more com pletely lan guage is lost in the an nounce ment, the more words are
de based as sub stan tial ve hi cles of mean ing and be come signs de void of qual ity;
the more purely and trans par ently words com mu ni cate what is in tended, the more 
im pen e tra ble they be come. The de my thol o gi za tion of lan guage, taken as an el e -
ment of the whole pro cess of en light en ment, is a re lapse into magic. Word and es -
sen tial con tent were dis tinct yet in sep a ra ble from one an other. Con cepts like mel -
an choly and his tory, even life, were rec og nized in the word, which sep a rated
them out and pre served them. Its form si mul ta neously con sti tuted and re flected
them. The ab so lute sep a ra tion, which makes the mov ing ac ci den tal and its re la -
tion to the ob ject ar bi trary, puts an end to the su per sti tious fu sion of word and
thing. Any thing in a de ter mined lit eral se quence which goes be yond the cor re la -
tion to the event is re jected as un clear and as ver bal meta phys ics. But the re sult is
that the word, which can now be only a sign with out any mean ing, be comes so
fixed to the thing that it is just a pet ri fied for mula. This af fects lan guage and ob -
ject alike. In stead of mak ing the ob ject ex pe ri en tial, the pu ri fied word treats it as
an ab stract in stance, and ev ery thing else (now ex cluded by the de mand for ruth -
less clar ity from ex pres sion -" it self now ban ished) fades away in re al ity."27

In other words, this ap proach of Horkheimer and Adorno was the ex act
op po site of the one taken by Goldhagen and oth ers af ter the war: anti-Sem i -
tism was not some dark blem ish on the col lec tive Ger man soul, af fect ing
even ‘or di nary men’, but ex pli ca ble on much more ra tio nal, if much more
un pleas ant grounds (un pleas ant, i.e. for those on the An glo side of this di -
vide): prox i mately the in sti tu tions mould ing pop u lar opin ion, and at a fur -
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27 p. 163 ff. Horkheimer and Adorno went well be yond Or well, Huxley, Ortega y Gasset
who were say ing sim i lar things at the time. This was not just ‘cul ture crit i cism’. If the
‘di a lec tic’ the au thors had pos tu lated be tween a cul ture in dus try do ing the bid ding of
mul ti na tion als on the one hand, the re gres sion of the col lec tive psy che on the other (the
‘end of the sub ject’ theme) re ally ex isted, then it must be pos si ble to dem on strate this
em pir i cally. That was what Adorno had car ried out in The Au thor i tar ian Per son al ity –
and it is some thing that makes fascinationg read ing even to day. c.f. my pa per: „Psy cho -
anal y sis and Politics in the work of Theodor W. Adorno“.



ther re move: the un prec e dented cen ters of power which cap i tal ac cu mu la -
tion in the hands of the few, cou pled with the seem ingly in ex o ra ble
militarisation of civil society, has created.

This then was the com bi na tion of fac tors and in flu ences that en abled
Horkheimer and Adorno, in the mid dle of the Sec ond World War, to sketch 
with re mark able clair voy ance the be gin nings of a de vel op ment the full ex -
pan sion of which we would see only in our own life time, long af ter the
deaths of the au thors who had seen it com ing. Huge in ter na tional con glom -
er ates sub ject to not a ves tige of dem o cratic con trol, al ways able to turn,
should the sit u a tion de mand it, their mar ket ing ex per tise into well-or gan -
ised lobby- and elec tion-cam paigns for the can di dates and par ties that pro -
tect their spe cial in ter ests.28 Or put dif fer ently: ed u ca tion, com merce, tech -
nol ogy, in for ma tion, ad ver tis ing, and pro pa ganda have be come fused in a
way that is unprecedented and which is ominous for the future.

 * * *

Let us at this point catch our breath and re ca pit u late. I started off in this
pa per by call ing Horkheimer and Adorno’s DoE a philo soph i cal work, but
then ended up in a dis cus sion of the con tem po rary mass me dia. In my first
pa per, the one on the „Con cept of Cri tique“, some thing sim i lar hap pened:
start ing out, quite in no cently, from the philo soph i cal ques tion of the mean -
ing of this one word, ‘cri tique’, but end ing up in ques tions of con sti tu tional
law and in ter na tional re la tions. This em pha sis on the ob jec tive side of
things is meant to il lus trate a cen tral prem ise of the Frank furt School, right
through to Jürgen Habermas: phi los o phy once was, and can once again be -
come, a great deal more than an anal y sis of con cepts and meth ods, and it
can be come this with out that loss of rigor – and with out fall ing into the
abyss of ‘rel a tiv ism’ – that analytic philosophy holds up as the pitfalls for
the unwary.

That’s not the same as say ing that the in tel lec tual and philo sophic or i gins
of the DoE can not be ana lysed and de scribed.
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28 Her bert Schiller: „[m]ass com mu ni ca tions are now a pil lar of the emer gent im pe rial so -
ci ety. Mes sages ‘made in Amer ica’ ra di ate across the globe and serve as the gan glia of
na tional power and ex pan sion ism. The ideo log i cal im ages of ‘have-not’ states are in -
creas ingly in the cus tody of Amer i can in for ma tional me dia. Na tional au thor ity over at ti -
tude cre ation and opin ion for ma tion has weak ened and is be ing re lin quished to pow er ful 
ex ter nal forces. The fa cil i ties and hard ware of in ter na tional in for ma tion con trol are be -
ing grasped by a highly cen tral ized com mu ni ca tions com plex, cen tral ized in the United
States.“ Quoted in Douglas Kellner: Tele vi sion and the crisis of Democracy, 1990.



2. Philosophical Background of the DoE

To do this, even in a very sum mary way, it is nec es sary to go back to a hy -
phen ated term that I used above, ‘Hegel-Marx ism’, and the ten sions con -
tained within it. For it is a term that pa pers over a ten sion that is at least as
old as Marx’s „The ses on Feuerbach“, and one that touches neu ral gic
points within the his tory of the Frank furt School it self. Not deal ing with it
means not un der stand ing the con tro versy that would later de velop be tween
the fol low ers of Habermas and the followers of Adorno.

Horkheimer and his friends were no or tho dox Marx ists, but they ori ented
them selves to Marx’s Cri tique of Po lit i cal Econ omy and if they per mit ted
them selves few il lu sions about what was go ing on in the So viet Un ion29,
they had banked on ef fec tive work ing-class and Trade Un ion op po si tion to
the Na zis – and saw their own work as sup port of ex actly that.
Horkheimer’s „Tra di tional and Crit i cal The ory“ of 1937 was writ ten by an
in tel lec tual who saw him self and his work im bed ded in a larger strug gle for 
a more just and less ex ploit ative so ci ety, and in that strug gle the de feat of
the NSDAP was an obvious sine qua non.

The timely dis cov ery that this was not go ing to hap pen had been, for the
Horkheimer group, quite lit er ally life sav ing: it meant that, un like so many
other in tel lec tu als dur ing the thir ties they were not caught flatfooted by the
elec toral suc cesses of the NSDAP.30 But it also meant that a re ori en ta tion at 
the level of the ory, in the face of both the Fas cist and Sta lin ist ter ror, had
be come a pro ject of the ut most ur gency.31 It was this that found its ex pres -
sion in the DoE. If nei ther Fas cism nor Sta lin ism were any lon ger ex pli ca -
ble in the cat e go ries of Marx, then these two de mented prod ucts of the Eu -
ro pean En light en ment must have some hid den source buried deep within
the Enlightenment itself.

That is, whereas the Institut für Sozialforschung in its early years could
still be un der stood as stand ing in a tra di tion that led di rectly from Hegel
and Marx to the ‘west ern Marx ism’ of Luxemburg, Lukács and Korsch, the 
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29 c.f. Wal ter Benjamin: Mos cow Di ary.
30 The only case on re cord in which opin ion poll ing, and the new tech niques of

open-ended in ter views saved the lives of the in ves ti ga tors. On the ba sis of the re sults
„we pur sued“, in the words of Leo Lowenthal half a cen tury later, with a note of re lief,
„a very de lib er ate pol icy of em i gra tion, sev eral years be fore any one else thought about
it.“ Leo Lowenthal: „Wir haben nie im Leben diesen Ruhm erwartet“ in: Greffrath (ed.): 
Die Zerstörung einer Zukunft, p. 208, 1979.

31 Honneth, Jaeggi, diss: the ory of rev o lu tion it self in cri sis



DoE is al ready some thing else: an at tempt at mo bi lis ing, for a ‘ma te ri al is ti -
cally’ ori ented the ory of en light en ment, those very anti-en light en ment
‘cul ture crit ics’ whom Marx him self had de rided as bourgeois decadents.

One could put it like this. (I’m in debted to a line of rea son ing of Albrecht
Wellmer here.32) Horkheimer and Adorno sought to mo bi lise a strand of
en light en ment cri tique which had been there in the ‘young’ Hegel, that had
been there in the ‘early’ Marx, a kind of re spect able stream within Ger man
ro man ti cism that ran from Goe the to Nietz sche.33 In terms of the con tem -
po rary dis cus sion of the En light en ment (shaped by the two mas sive tomes
of Jon a than Is rael34) one could say: they sought sup port for the rad i cal en -
light en ment in the ranks of those who con tested it. This they set out to do so 
by seek ing to un der stand the ob vi ous mis match be tween the orig i nal goals
and the even tual con se quences of the En light en ment. For the Marx ist in tel -
lec tu als this meant that the his tory of civ i li za tion as this had been de scribed
by Marx and Engels had to be ex am ined anew – this time to ex plain why
cap i tal ist, mar ket-driven so ci ety, in stead of lead ing to a class less one, had
in stead pro duced new man i fes ta tions of bar bar ity. ‘Di a lec ti cal’ the pro cess 
of civ i li za tion al ready was in Marx and Engels’ ren di tion of it in the sense
that hu man ity’s self-con sti tu tion, its in creas ing power over ex ter nal na ture
and the en vi ron ment, was ac com pa nied at each stage by an in crease in ex -
ploi ta tion and dom i na tion of one ‘class’ by an other – and even tu ally of one
na tion by an other. But Marx and Engels were con vinced that this would
have its end in a fu ture ‘class less’ so ci ety in which dom i na tion and eman ci -
pa tion had been over come.35 For Horkheimer and Adorno this ‘di a lec tic’ of 
prog ress and re pres sion was doubt lessly there, in the whole his tory of the
hu man race, but by that self same to ken equally man i fest in the in ter nal
world, within hu man sub jec tiv ity, within rea son it self. Re told from the
‘within’ of things, the DoE be comes a his tory of rea son that is ‘di a lec ti cal’
in the sense that rea son has, as far back as this can be made out in the his -
tory of our species, never been anything else but always interwoven, at
each stage, with domination and self-preservation – i.e. always at the cost
of someone else.
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32 Allbrecht Wellmer (1984): „Adorno, Anwalt des Nicht-Identischen“, p. 137/8.
33 c.f. Löwith: From Hegel to Nietz sche.
34 Jon a than Is rael (2001): Rad i cal En light en ment – phi los o phy and tghe mak ing of mo der -

nity 1650-1750; ibid. (2006): En light en ment Con tested. Phi los o phy, Mo der nity, and the
Eman ci pa tion of Man 1670-1752. OUP.

35 Hauke Brunkhorst tells it dif fer ently: al ready the 18th Brumaire was a ‘DoE‘, and that
‘Marx ism’ and what Marx ac tu ally wrote are two quite sep a rate things..



The strat egy which Horkheimer and Adorno adopt, in the DoE, in the
tell ing of the his tory of rea son and dom i na tion is com pli cated, and I shall
be say ing a great deal more about this in the next pa per, de voted to
Adorno’s Neg a tive Di a lec tics. Here a few pre lim i nary remarks.

They read Marx epistemologically, through the eyes of Kant and Nietz -
sche, and they read Kant ma te ri al is ti cally, through the eyes of Marx and
Freud.

What it means to read Marx epistemologically (rather than from the di -
rec tion of com mod ity fe tish ism) one can make clear if one ap proaches the
ques tion of mo der nity – as Max Weber and Lukács once did – from the per -
spec tive of the ‘forms of ra tio nal ity’ which it em bod ies and ex presses, and
es pe cially the re la tion ship be tween for mal and in stru men tal ra tio nal ity. If
Weber had shown how so ci ety, from the 17th and 18th cen tu ries on wards,
has been in a cease less pro cess of ‘ra tion al is ation’ at all lev els (sci ence,
tech nol ogy, com merce and trade, med i cine, law, ad min is tra tion, com mu -
ni ca tion, war fare), then this is a ‘rea son’ that has been chained from the
out set, since times im me mo rial, to the law of non-con tra dic tion, to the
‘tertium non datur’ [law of the ex cluded mid dle], that is, it is it self an ex -
pres sion of man’s innate drive towards exploitations, manipulation.

„In the En light en ment’s in ter pre ta tion, think ing is the cre ation of uni fied, sci en -
tific or der and the der i va tion of fac tual knowl edge from prin ci ples, whether the
lat ter are elu ci dated as ar bi trarily pos tu lated ax i oms, in nate ideas, or higher ab -
strac tions. Log i cal laws pro duce the most gen eral re la tions within the ar range -
ment, and de fine them. Unity re sides in agree ment. The res o lu tion of con tra dic -
tion is the sys tem in nuce. Knowl edge con sists of sub sump tion un der prin ci ples.
Any other than sys tem at i cally di rected think ing is unoriented or au thor i tar ian.“36

In this ‘iron cage’ which the mod ern world has be come, the last ves tige of 
a ‘non-iden ti cal’ rea son that is not in stru men tal and not ex ploit ative, em -
body ing the fad ing hope in a world freed from war and ex ploi ta tion, is
authentic art.

 * * *

Al low me, by way of con clu sion, to re turn to a stray re mark I made at the
out set, men tion ing that the work of the Frank furt School, and es pe cially
that of Adorno, is re ceiv ing more at ten tion now than ever be fore.
Hullot-Kentor, the trans la tor of the Aes thetic The ory writes about this in

13

36 Ex cur sus II, „Juliette or en light en ment and Mo ral ity.“



his re cently pub lished col lec tion of es says on Adorno, Things Be yond Re -
sem blance:

„... part of the rea son for the re cent in ter est in Adorno’s work may be in what his -
to ri ans re cog nise in the re cur rently anti-tra di tional ba sis of all tra di tion: that it is
al ways es tab lished in adop tion from un tra di tional sources, and this oc curs most
of all in mo ments of cri sis. And it is in such a mo ment where all things now stand; 
in deed they now stand sub stan tially be yond cri sis and well into ca tas tro phe. 
There are two lev els of rea sons for de scrib ing the sit u a tion in such strong terms.
The close rea sons are that Amer i cans dur ing the Bush pres i dency now find them -
selves in the midst of ex pe ri enc ing what Ger mans them selves un der went more
than half a cen tury ago: an ep i sode of liv ing in a coun try that has been seized by a
mi nor ity that has drawn it into des per ate cir cum stances. This mi nor ity has ev ery
in ten tion of ex ploit ing these events to as sure that the trans fer of power it achieved 
in a du bi ous elec tion can be made ir re vers ible and on ev ery level. ... One wit -
nesses a coun try that has be come broadly de luded. In the wake of the ter ror ist at -
tacks, the na tion as a whole has suf fered a fur ther at tack on it sense of re al ity by
the lead er ship’s own dras ti cally im pov er ished sense of the world. The sit u a tion
now has the char ac ter is tic of the un canny where the dif fer ence be tween daily life
and what is ac tu ally tran spir ing has steeply in ten si fied to the point that daily con -
ver sa tion has the feel of be ing un able to ad dress, let alone com pre hend, what all
are now caught up in. The sit u a tions are as dis tinct as they are re lated, but to un -
der stand – as if in a lab o ra tory – what it re ally meant for Ger mans dur ing World
War II to claim that they ‘did not know’ it would be pos si ble to study the United
States right this mo ment, Sep tem ber 25, 2003, and find in a sub stan tial ma jor ity
the prev a lence of ideas about the rea sons for the in va sion of Iraq that bear
resemblances to the blindness in broad daylight and phantom reasonings of the
earlier situation’s murderous anti-Semitism.“37

That’s a ter ri bly dole ful note to close on, so let me do so rather with a pas -
sage that I found in a Dutch trans la tion of the Min ima Moralia, bought in a
sec ond-hand book shop many years ago in Am ster dam, which the pre vi ous
owner had heavily un der lined, and which crops up in the sec ond ary lit er a -
ture quite fre quently. In my own copy of the Min ima Moralia – it was the
first book of Adorno that I ever owned, the Jephcott trans la tion of 1974 –
it’s the con clud ing aph o rism, entitled „Finale“:

„The only phi los o phy which can be re spon si bly prac ticed in the face of de spair is
the at tempt to con tem plate all things as they would pres ent them selves from the
stand point of re demp tion. Knowl edge has no light but that shed on the world by
re demp tion: all else is re con struc tion, mere tech nique. Per spec tives must be fash -
ioned that dis place and es trange the world, re veal it to be, with its rifts and crev -
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ices, as in di gent and dis torted as it will ap pear one day in the mes si anic light. To
gain such per spec tives with out veillity or vi o lence, en tirely from felt con tact with 
its ob jects – this alone is the task of thought. It is the sim plest of all things, be -
cause the sit u a tion calls im per a tively for such knowl edge, in deed be cause con -
sum mate negativity, once squarely faced, de lin eates the mir ror-im age of its op -
po site. But it is also the ut terly im pos si ble thing, be cause it pre sup poses a
stand point re moved, even though by a hair’s breadth, from the scope of ex is -
tence, whereas we well know that any pos si ble knowl edge must not only be first
wrested from what is, if it shall hold good, but is also marked, for this very rea son, 
by the same dis tor tion and in di gence which it seeks to es cape. The more pas sion -
ately thought de nies its con di tion al ity for the sake of the un con di tional, the more
un con sciously, and so ca lam i tously, it is de liv ered up to the world. Even its own
im pos si bil ity it must at last com pre hend for the sake of the pos si ble. But be side
the de mand thus placed on thought, the ques tion of the re al ity or un re al ity of re -
demp tion itself hardly matters.“38
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