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and organicist fatalism of Spengler, neither can he subscribe to the 
optimistic, dialectical or Hegelian teleology present in Marx. Al­
though the ultimate liberation of mankind from aH forms of social 
oppression always remained possible for Adorno, that possibility, 
viewed from the historical dead ends of Weimar and Nazi Germany, 
was far from inevitable. "If ... the faH of antiquity can be understood 
by its unproductive system oflatifundia and the slave economy related 
to it, the fatality can be mastered if men succeed in overcoming such 
and similar structures of domination. In such a case, Spengler' s uni­
versal structure reveals itself as a false analogy drawn from abad 
solitary happening-solitary in spite of its threatening recurrence." 
Adorno hopes that this is the case; as the two "ifs" in the first sentence 
suggest, however, he is far from certain. 

Instead of the proletarian revolution predicted by Marx, capitalism 
in its monopolistic and imperialistic stage had produced the fascist and 
Nazi nightmares. Sorne Marxists interpreted these movements as a 
sign of the final crisis of capitalism and hence as the prelude to genu­
ine revolution. 2 But Adorno and his colleagues in the Frankfurt In­
stitute for Social Research-Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse, 
Walter Benjamin, Leo L6wenthal, Erich Fromm-witnessed the 
near-extinction ofleft-wing opposition politics in Germany, the seduc­
tion of the masses into the camp of reaction, and the totalitarian and 
genocidal aftermath. At its zenith, civilization produced its opposite, 
barbarismo As Marcuse says, "the historical fact that civilization has 
progressed as organized domination" means that "the very progress of 
civilization leads to the release of increasingly destructive forces."3 

With the prospect for libe ratio n hinging on possibilities that 
seemed increasingly remote and utopian, history was perhaps con­
gealing into exactly the shapes that Spengler predicted. At the same 
time that Adorno denounces The Decline 01 the West as "gigantic and 
destructive soothsaying" in which "the petty bourgeois celebrates his 
intellectual triumph," he also praises it for the accuracy of many of its 

2. See, for example, the quotation on p. 188 from Christopher Caudwell, Studies 
and Further Studies in a Dying Culture (New York: Monthly Review, 1971). 

3. Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization (New York: Vintage, 1962 [1955]), pp. 
32,41. Abbreviated in the text as EC. On the Frankfurt School in general see Martin 
Jay, The Dialecticallmagination: A History of the Frankfurt School and the lnstitute 
of Social Research, 1923-1950 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1973). 
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predictions and for its trenchant critique ofliberalism: "The forgotten 
Spengler takes his revenge by threatening to be right." In a very real 
sense, Spengler will be right if the chance for liberation is missed­
and that is a chance wholly contingent upon the future actions and 
consciousness of very weak, capricious, fallible human beings. In 
Negative Dialectics (1966), Adorno writes: 

In this age of universal social repression, the picture of freedom 
against society lives in the crushed, abused individual' s features 
alone. Where that freedom will hide out at any moment in history 
cannot be decreed once for al!. Freedom turns concrete in the 
changing forms of repression, as resistance to repression. There has 
been as much free will as there were men with the will to be free. 4 

In such a passage, Adorno sounds almost like Albert Camus praising 
rebellion and the classical beauty of "the human face." But true rebels 
are much harder for Adorno to identifY, to pick out of the swanns of 
those deluded by mass culture and the blandishments of fascist propa­
ganda. It is also evident that Adorno, unlike Camus, is not a classicist 
in the straightforward sense of believing that past culture can help 
cure present social injustice. Past culture is instead the source of 
present injustice. 

Whatever else he has done, Adorno thinks, Spengler has shown 
once and for all that culture cannot be the solution to the crisis of 
culture. "More strikingly than almost anyone else, [Spengler] has 
demonstrated how [the] rawness of culture again and again drives it to 
decay and how, as form and order, culture is affiliated with that blind 
domination which, through permanent crises, is always prone to anni­
hilate itself and its victims." As Freud had declared, "the essence of 
culture bears the mark of Death" ("Spengler Today"). The end prod­
uct of every culture is "Caesarism," followed by decline and fallo This 
idea brings Adorno close to validating Spengler' s en tire historical sys­
tem: "There is no chance of evading the magic circle of Spengler's 
morphology by defaming barbarism and relying upon the healthiness 
of culture. Any such straightforward optimism is proscribed by the 
present situation. Instead, we should beco me aware of the element of 

4. Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, tr. E. B. Ashton (New York: Seabury, 
1973 [1966]), p. 265. Abbreviated in the text as ND. 
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negativity of this culture that which promises, however weakly, to 
break the spell of culture and to make an end to the horror of pre­
history." This is not to say that the culture itself is not fated to decline; 
self-destruction is built directly into its system of domination. But 
against the decadent culture of the present arises "the Utopia that is 
silently embodied in the image of decline" and also in the minds, even 
if unconscious, of the oppressed. 

Rere we see Adorno at his most hopeful, champion of the masses 
and of all the victims of history, as are the other theorists of the 
Frankfurt Institute. But it is not apparent to any of them that their 
championship will count for much-not even apparent that anything 
will necessarily happen to realize the utopia implicit in bondage and 
decadence, and wholly unapparent that many of the oppressed will 
ever know themselves to be oppressed. The reified false conscious­
ness of industrialized mass culture has settled like a pall over history, 
masking the facts of violence and exploitation so completely that the 
majority of victims (that is, the majority of mankind) move through life 
like anesthetized zombies, believing themselves to be free individuals 
(success stories, even) instead of victims. Rarely has a thinker, 
Spengler not excepted, taken a more dismal view of those he is cham­
pioning, or of the prospects for the liberation to which he is devoted, 
than has Adorno. 

Only the faint vision of an admittedly utopian freedom keeps Ador­
no from accepting Spengler' s organic historical cycles as fate. At the 
same time, the improbability of liberation renders Adorno's social 
thinking both apocalyptic and dependent upon the very culture, es­
pecially philosophy and art, which he declares to be a non-solution. 
Ris thinking becomes apocalyptic to the degree that he conceives of 
all history as domination, to be broken only by a future revolution 
that, because of its uniqueness and improbability, acquires the charac­
ter of a miracle, a Judgment Day that will bring history itself to a 
close. This millenarian strain is apparent in the other Frankfurt theo­
rists, particularly Walter Benjamin, for whom Judaic eschatology is 
the source of the idea of "messianic time" that, he thinks, character­
izes Marxism: "A historical materialist cannot do without the notion of 
a present which is not a transition, but in which time stands still and 

5. Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken, 
1969), p. 262. Abbreviated in the text as IL. 
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has come to a stop. ".5 This messianic "present" is identical to the 
revolutionary utopia of the oppressed, seen as the goal of history by 
Adorno, Benjamin, and the other Frankfurt intellectuals. 

Adorno's thinking also depends upon high culture-art, music, phi­
losophy-despite the fact that he agrees with Spengler in viewing 
culture as domination and as inevitably spiraling back into death. 
High culture is the antithesis of mass culture, as authentic experience 
is the antithesis of reified consciousness. Only in the forms of high 
culture can the idea of utopia be protected from the all-pervasive false 
consciousness produced by the mass media. As Max Horkheimer puts 
it in his 1941 essay "Art and Mass Culture," "Art, since it became 
autonomous, has preserved the utopia that evaporated from re­
ligion."6 For Adorno, genuine art is negativity, the critique of that 
which exists. "The authentic cultural object must retain and preserve 
whatever goes by the wayside in that process of increasing domination 
over nature which is reflected by expanding rationality and ever more 
rational forms of domination. Culture is the perennial protestation of 
the particular against the general, as long as the latter remains irrec­
oncilable with the particular."7 "Particularity" here denotes the op­
posite of "mass-ness," or of those processes of social rationalization 
which produce mass culture. 

Just as the masses are everything and nothing, the solution and yet 
also the problem of history, so culture is identical both with its anti­
thesis, the barbarism of domination, and with the chief place where 
the vis ion of freedom is nurtured. These seemingly contradictory atti­
tudes are present in all the Frankfurt theorists. Seeking to combine 
Marxism with the insights into mass behavior and regression of Freud, 
Nietzsche, and even Ortega and Spengler, they all arrive at a richly 
ambiguous combination of ideas which leads one recent critic to de­
clare "it is far more useful and evocative to regard the members of the 
Frankfurt School as men of the Right than of the Left."8 However that 
may be (and it is ultimately not very important to place them at one 

6. Ylax Horkheimer, "Art and Mass Culture," in Critical Theory: Selected Essays 
(New York: Herder and Herder), p. 275. Abbreviated in the text as CT. 

7. Theodor ,\l. Adorno, 'The Culture Industry Reconsidered," New German Cri­
tique, 6 (Fall 1975), p. 6. 

8. George Friedman, The Political Phílosophy of the Frankfurt School (lthaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1981), p. 32. 1 have followed several of Friedman's sug­
gestions about the indebtedness of the Frankfurt theorists to conservative thinkers, 
including Spengler. 
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end or the other of the political spectrum), their general project is best 
described by the label Max Horkheimer gave it, "Critical Theory," 
which has as its first goal the creation and defense of a radical philo­
sophical consciousness against several opponents: positivism, pragma­
tism, and "instrumental reason" on the plan e of philosophy; reifica­
tion, commercialization, mass culture and the mass media on the 
plane of art and culture; and all forms of domination and enslavement 
on the plane of politics. "The critical theory of society . . . has for its 
object men as producers of their own historical way of life in its 
totality," says Horkheimer; he then proceeds to give this Marxist 
definition a classicist content: "Its goal is man' s emancipation from 
slavery. In this it resembles Greek philosophy, not so much in the 
Hellenistic age of resignation as in the golden age of Plato and Aristo­
tle" (CT 244, 246). 

Like classical Greek philosophy (at least as Horkheimer interprets 
it), Critical Theory aims at liberation from all forms of domination. In 
The Eclipse 01 Reason, Horkheimer expresses his positive classicism 
when he invokes Socrates both as the model of the critical theorist and 
also as a martyr: "Socrates died because he subjected the most sacred 
and most familiar ideas of his community and his country to the cri­
tique of the daimonion, or dialectical thought, as Plato called it. "9 In 
the martyrdom of Socrates, Horkheimer perceives one possible and 
not unlikely outcome of Critical Theory, which shares with high cul­
ture the task of bearing the ark of liberation through the fire and the 
flood of contemporary history. Horkheimer may be writing the history 
of the Frankfurt School when he declares, "Under the conditions of 
later capitalism and the impotence of the workers before the au­
thoritarian state' s apparatus of oppression, truth has sought refuge 
among small groups of admirable meno But these have been deci­
mated by terrorism and have little time for refining the theory. Char­
latans profit by this situation and the general intellectuallevel of the 
masses is rapidly declining" (CT 237). Like Socrates, the proponents 
of Critical Theory also lived in the shadow of exile and death; most of 
them survived the Nazi period, although one of the most brilliant­
Walter Benjamin-did noto Critical Theory launches its project in a 

9. Max Horkheimer, The Eclipse af Reasan (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1947), p. 10. 
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hostile world where the central problem, both to explain and to over­
come, is the terrible and dangerous resistance of that world to its own 
liberation. 

All the Frankfurt intellectuals are painfully aware that Critical The­
ory and high culture cannot by themselves lead to emancipation; they 
can only preserve the idea of it against the forces that threaten to 
overwhelm even these vestiges of the possible. Their predicament is 
evident in their remarks on culture in the jointly authored volume 
Aspects 01 Sociology, where they warn: "It is not proper to invoke 
culture against [mass] civilization. The gesture of invocation itself, the 
exalting of culture at the expense of mass society, the devoted con­
sumption of cultural values as a confirmation of one's elevated internal 
spiritual equipment, these are inseparable from the decadent charac­
ter of the civilization. The invocation of culture is powerless."lO But 
with the shrinking of hope in the revolutionary potential of the pro­
letariat, art and Critical Theory seem all that remain to set against the 
totality of mass society and its fraudulent mass culture. Even while 
declaring culture to be part of the problem instead of the solution, 
each of the Frankfurt theorists falls back on sorne version of high 
culture-art, literature, or the philosophic tradition-as the last line 
of defense against "barbarism" and the ultimate self-destruction of 
civilization. 

Like Critical Theory itself, art gains importance as society is more 
and more dominated by mass culture. This is perhaps most apparent 
in Herbert Marcuse's treatment of "the aesthetic dimension" as the 
antithesis to the "one-dimensionality" of mass society. For Marcuse, 
however, art is something more than mere negativity; it is also the 
positive category of liberation itself, the shape of human life freed 
from all domination. Beauty, in other words, is another name for 
utopia, life as a work of art, as it had been for John Ruskin and William 
Morris. This esthetic utopia is to be achieved aboye all by the transfor­
mation of labor into play, or into esthetically pleasing experience, 
which in turn involves the dissolution of the category of art as some­
thing separate from life. As Marcuse writes in The Aesthetic Dimen­
sion, "The autonomy of art reflects the unfreedom of individuals in the 
unfree society. If people were free, then art would be the form and 

10. Aspects of Sociology, tr. John Viertel (Boston: Beacon, 1972 [1956)), p. 94. 
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expression of their freedom."11 Art is not just une promesse de 
bonheur as in Stendhal, but "the promise of liberation" (AD 46). 
Similarly, in his Essay on Liberation, Marcuse writes: "The aesthetic 
as the possible Form of a free society appears at that stage of develop­
ment where the inteHectual and material resources for the conquest of 
scarcity are available."12 In this his most optimistic essay (perhaps the 
most optimistic by any member of the Frankfurt Institute), he asserts 
that the stage has been reached where society can produce aH the 
requisites for freedom. For Marcuse, the May 1968 rebellion in 
France and the New Left and the flower children in America heralded 
a new, free social structure based on the esthetic dimensiono For a 
while he was even their prophet. 

Freedom is promised by the enormous productive capacity of tech­
nology, which, at least in the Essay on Liberation, Marcuse treats 
more hopefuHy than do his colleagues. "Utopian possibiliti-es are in­
herent in the technical and technological forces of advanced capitalism 
and socialism: the rational utilization of these forces on a global scale 
would terminate poverty and scarcity within a very foreseeable fu­
ture" (EL 4). Ordinarily a vexed subject for aH the Frankfurt theorists 
including Marcuse, machinery here appears in its most constructive 
guise. Everything seems ripe for the liberation that, according to all 
Marxisms, is or at least should be the goal of history. 

What, then, prevents this outcome? Marcuse believes that there 
are three primary barriers to the realization of utopia. The nrst is the 
irrationality of the power structure Cthe Establishment" or "the mili­
tary-industrial complex") which governs technological and productive 
capacity. The second is the mass media and mass culture, which 
justify the status quo or divert attention from the oppressions and 
failures of the power structure. And the third is the psychological 
makeup of most people, which is shaped by scarcity economics and 
social class through "the performance principIe" and "surplus repres­
sion," terms central to Marcuse' s political transvaluation of Freud in 
Eros and Civilization. The result of these three obstacles to freedom is 

ll. Herbert Marcuse, The Aesthetic Dimension (Boston: Beacon, 1978), pp. 72-73. 
Abbreviated in the text as AD. 

12. Herbert Marcuse, An Essay on Liberation (Boston: Beacon, 1969), p. 25. Ab­
breviated in the text as EL. 
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the supremely irrational phenomenon of a society that desperately 
and violently resists the very goals that through most of its history it 
has been bent on achieving. 

Civilization has to defend itself against the specter of a world which 
could be free. If society cannot use its growing productivity for 
reducing repression (because such usage would upset the hierarchy 
of the status quo), productivity must be turned against the indi­
viduals; it becomes itself an instrument of universal control. Total­
itarianism spreads over late industrial civilization wherever the in­
terests of domination prevail upon productivity, arresting and 
diverting its potentialities. [EC 85] 

The very ferocity and desperation of totalitarianism, operating like 
defense mechanisms in a neurotic patient, suggest to Marcuse our 
proximity to freedom. For Freud as for Spengler, civilization was 
bound inevitably to double back on itself, to regress, perhaps to com­
mit suicide. But Marcuse finds in the student revolutionaries, hippies, 
and black militants of the 1960s a "new sensibility," the promise of a 
transformed human nature, which at least for a time he believed 
might break the cycles of domination. 

Those whom Marcuse recognized in 1969 as exemplars of the new 
sensibility, harbingers of the esthetic dimension, had broken away 
from the mas ses and from mass culture into the New Left and the 
counterculture celebrated by Theodore Roszak. What prevents others 
from making the same break is aboye all mass culture, the chief enemy 
of the esthetic dimensiono Mass culture is an especially important 
category for Marcuse, because, at least in America and Western Eu­
rope, domination is largely psychological, the project of the mass 
media working through the internalization of false needs and false 
consciousness. What the mass media work upon-their raw mate­
rial-is the contrary of the flower children and student revolution­
aries; this raw material is another version of "mass man," whom Mar­
cuse had seen in 1964 as forming the vast majority of people, much as 
Ortega had seen massified human beings everywhere in 1930. In One­
Dimensional Man, even the esthetic dimension is being squeezed out 
of existence by the mass media, through which "the alien and alienat­
ing oeuvres of intellectual culture become familiar goods and ser-
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vices. "13 Not only do the mass media produce their spurious mass 
culture, theyalso "co-opt" the great works of "high culture." Through 
the process of "repressive desublimation" (which basically means 
making everything except radical thought and practice permissible) 
the great and invaluable "sublimations of higher culture" are being 
"obliterated." "This liquidation of two-dimensional culture takes place 
not through the denial and rejection of the cultural values, but 
through their wholesale incorporation into the established order, 
through their reproduction and display on a massive scale" (ODM 57). 
Marcuse recognizes that mass culture does not replace high culture, 
but instead includes it; this "wholesale incorporation" is not an ad­
vance over the past, however, but an unmitigated disaster: the mass 
engulfs the higher culture, rendering it harmless by adulterating and 
making it ubiquitous. 

In the conclusion of One-Dimensional Man (1964), Marcuse writes: 
"Nothing indicates that it will be a good end .... The facile historical 
parallel with the barbarians threatening the empire of civilization 
prejudges the issue; the second period of barbarism may well be the 
continued empire of civilization itself" (ODM 257). Marcuse sounds 
more optimistic in his Essay on Liberation (1969) but by the time of 
The Aesthetic Dimension (1978) he has returned to something like the 
negative classicism expressed at the end of One-Dimensional Man. 
Rejecting the false initiatives of the 1960s he writes: "A real counter­
culture would have to insist on the autonomy of art, on its own autono­
mous arto Consequently, would not an art which rebels against inte­
gration into the market necessarily appear as 'elitist'?" (AD 52-53). No 
longer does Marcuse see a union between the promise of liberation in 
the arts and any existing group of rebels. 

If it is at all meaningful to speak of a mass base for art in capitalist 
society, this would refer only to pop art and best sellers. In the 
present, the subject to which authentic art appeals is socially anony­
mous; it does not coincide with the potential subject of revolutionary 
practice. And the more the exploited classes, "the people," succumb 
to the powers that be, the more will art be estranged fram "the 
people." [AV 32] 

13. Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man (Boston: Beacon, 1964), p. 61. Abbre­
viated in the text as ODM. 
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Having almost come together in "the new sensibility" of the 1960s, 
the revolutionary consciousness embedded in genuine art and the 
practice of rebellion by student groups, black militants, and others 
have parted company by 1978. Art retreats to its lofty perch, outside 
and aboye practice. 

Marcuse is well aware that his position may seem like the cultural 
elitism of the conservatives, of a Nietzsche or an Ortega. "'Elitism' 
today," however, "may well have a radical content" (AD 35), and so 
may "inwardness," "subjectivity," artistic "estrangement" from the 
real, and the championing of the private individual against the public 
"dimension" of coercion and mass domination. Marcuse recognizes 
his essential distance from orthodox Marxist esthetics (as represented, 
say, by Georg Lukács and Ernst Fischer), a distance evident in the 
writings on art and culture of all the Frankfurt theorists. Marcuse' s 
quest for liberation leads to an affirmation of esthetic "modernism" 
and "estrangement," which is also an affirmation of the utopia ex­
pressed by the elitist avant-garde of the present and by the high 
culture of the pasto In contrast to most versions of Marxist esthetics, 
Marcuse argues that "the radical qualities of art, that is to say, its 
indictment of the established reality and its invocation of the beautiful 
image (schoner Schein) of liberation are grounded precisely in the 
dimensions where art transcends its social determination and emanci­
pates itself from the given universe of discourse and behavior while 
preserving its overwhelming presence. Thereby art creates the realm 
in which the subversion of experience proper to art becomes possible" 
(AD 6). 

The Frankfurt Institute theorists are not concerned to distinguish 
among kinds or even degrees of mass society and culture, but tend 
rather to attack the category of socialization itself, in any of its man­
ifestations. Liberation and the utopian promise of happiness retreat 
into the imaginary realm of the work of art, which is also the modern 
repository of religious transcendence, come part way down from the 
clouds. The genuine work of art-defiant, inscrutable, inaccessible to 
the masses with their reified false consciousness-takes on an enor­
mous historical importan ce from the standpoint of Critical Theory as 
the expression of dialectical negativity. It holds up a mirror to society 
opposite in kind from the simple reflectionist mirror of the realistic 
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novelists, of Stendhal and Balzac, which was only the fallacious meta­
phor of positivism translated into fiction. Rather than showing the 
world as it is, the true work of art shows it as it is by also showing it 
what it is not, shadowing forth the libe ratio n it has failed to achieve. 
But to identiry the true work of art from a dialectical perspective 
proves harder than to define it abstractly. The category of genuine art 
comes to inelude everything from Greek myths and fairy tales to 
Kafka, Schonberg, and Samuel Beckett' s theater of the absurdo The 
imagination of freedom finds an infinite number of refuges in the 
fantasies and creations of the artists. Critical Theory thus offers a 
definition of art that runs counter to Georg Lukács' s idea of "critical 
realism" as represented by the novels of Stendhal and Balzac and to 
the various kinds of official socialist realism, as well as to industrialized 
mass culture. 

Marcuse' s theories end in a elassicism whose chief aim is to defend 
radical consciousness in art against the pressures of a "one-dimension­
al" world that seems to deny all avenues to radical political practice. 
The hope is that the nurturing of genuine art will lead to a gradual 
increase in the "new sensibility" needed to demolish one-dimension­
ality and to estheticize experience. Much the same elassicist formula­
tion is evident in the other Frankfurt theorists, for whom the mass 
media or "the culture industry" also represent a primary threat to 
mankind' s ultimate liberation. The very devices that seem to promise 
the diffusion of culture to the masses-cheap books and newspapers, 
public schools, film, radio, television-and hence also to be among 
those productive forces most promising of utopia, the instruments for 
a possible estheticization of experience, are instead blocking libera­
tion, cutting off communication, either co-opting or obliterating cul­
ture, and liquidating subjectivity and privacy. As Horkheimer writes 
in his essay "Art and Mass Culture": 

Europe has reached the point where all the highly developed means 
of communication serve constantly to strengthen the barriers "that 
divide human beings"; in this, radio and cinema in no way yield the 
palm to airplane and gun .... To the extent that the last works of art 
still communicate, they denounce the prevailing forms of commu­
nication as instruments of destruction, and harmony as a delusion of 
decay. [CT 279] 
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Mass communication is noncommunication, the destruction both of 
community and of privacy. About the latter, Horkheimer says: "The 
gradual dissolution of the family, the transformation of personal life 
into leisure and of leisure into routines supervised to the last detail, 
into the pleasures of the ball park and the movie, the best seller and 
the radio, has brought about the disappearance of the inner life" (CT 
277). Much the same conclusion about the destructive effects of "the 
culture industry" is reached by the other Frankfurt theorists. Review­
ing the mass culture theories of the Frankfurt Institute, Adorno 
writes: 

The total effect of the culture industry is one of anti-enlightenment, 
in which ... enlightenment, that is the progressive technical domi­
nation of nature, hecomes mass deception and is turned into a means 
for fettering consciousness. It impedes the development of autono­
mous, independent individual s who judge and decide consciously 
for themselves .... If the masses have heen unjustIy reviled from 
aboye as masses, the culture industry is not among the least respon­
sible for making them into masses and then despising them, while 
obstructing the emancipation for which human heings are as ripe as 
the productive force s ofthe epoch permit. ["Culture Industry Rec­
onsidered" 18-19] 

Adorno's remarks about "enlightenment" he re echo the title of the 
seminal work of the Frankfurt Institute, The Dialectic 01 Enlighten­
ment, which he and Horkheimer wrote during World War n. The title 
summarizes the paradoxical thesis to which all of the Frankfurt theo­
rists return in aH of their works, the progressive decay of Enlighten­
ment reason into the irrationality and barbarism of modern mass soci­
ety. "Progress becomes regression." 14 Reason itself, the main item in 
the heritage of positive classicism, is in decline or eclipse, but it is also 
the source of the eclipse. The application of reason to society through 
science, democratization, and industrialization, involving the progres­
sive domination of nature through technological and commercial ex­
pansion, tragicaHy entails the progressive domination of people as 
well. Social rationalization-that is, modernization-means also social 

14· .\fax Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, tr. John 
Cumming (New York: Seabury, 1972 (¡944]), p. xv. Abbreviated in the text as DE. 
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irrationalization. In these fatal processes, the "culture industry" plays 
a key role, transforming the critical negativity inherent in genuine art 
into shallow affirmation, "enlightenment" into "mass deception." 
"The whole world is made to pass through the filter of the culture 
industry" (DE 126), and it is deadened, along with its consumers, as a 
resulto Among the most rational of modern scientific techniques, the 
mass media have produced only "the retreat from enlightenment into 
mythology"-in the terrors of Nazism and World War 11 we witness 
"the self-destruction of the Enlightenment" (DE xiii). 

The ultimate paradox is that, aiming for freedom, "Enlightenment 
is totalitarian" (DE 6). It stops at nothing. Like Jacques Ellul's great 
Juggernaut of "technological society," "Enlightenment" for Adorno 
and Horkheimer aspires to nothing less than the domination of the 
entire world and the reduction of all society to a "universal concentra­
tion camp." But what is there to hold up against this suicidal process 
except Enlightenment itself? Here is where Critical Theory comes to 
the fore: reason itself must answer to the irrationality of reason. This 
view suggests again a version of classicism, the need for a higher 
culture to respond to the failures of culture. Adorno and Horkheimer 
recognize this dilemma from the start of their analysis: "The issue is 
not that of culture as a value, which is what the critics of [mass] 
civilization, Huxley, Jaspers, Ortega y Gasset and others have in 
mind. The point is rather that the Enlightenment must consider itself, 
if men are not to be wholly betrayed" (DE xv). 

N egative classicism is likely to emerge from any analysis of progress 
that sees it as also regression: civilization losing its grip, reverting to 
Caesarism and barbarism, falling to ruins. As Horkheimer says, "The 
fundamental concepts of civilization are in a process of rapid decay. "15 

In the works ofboth the Critical Theorists and the conservative defen­
ders of culture, the classical models against which the modern world 
measures its rise and fall-whether tragedy or beauty or the Socratic 
dialectic--become instead shadowy goals, limits we cannot pass. And 
to both groups, the very instruments that promise to universalize 
culture-the mass media-appear to be among the primary causes of 
the regression of civilization into barbarismo "The curse of irresistible 

15. Max Horkheimer, 'The End of Reason," Studies in Philosophy and Social 
Science, 9 (1941), 366. 


























