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INTRODUCTION

FABIO AKCELRUD DURAO

Strong concepts have a particular tendency todiugble lives. In one
case, their potential for bringing intelligibilitso the world makes them
circulate widely and in that process they acquimw nsignification,
meanings sedimented by the use they are put tahwthien may easily
contradict their initial content. “Society of thpextacle” was coined by
Guy Debord in a Lukacsean vein as a new and mdstreg degree of
reification only to be later on, through the moghimal displacements in
iteration, watered down and converted into its cgigeo a well-nigh festive
term, as if life were a show. “Culture industry’cha somewhat different
fate, as Robert Hullot-Kentor shows in his firstagin this collection, for
the concept’s double meanings were developed imakpely of one
another. The same letters refer to two utterly edédht, ultimately
incompatible, views of the same realm: on the caradhthere is the critical
concept forged by Adorno and Horkheimer in theiéstton the other, the
purely descriptive expression of a business brdikehany other. Not to
be able to view the abyss separating the two usaige same words is
barbarous, as it is not to hear what the expredsiss in itself. Indeed, as
one can conclude from Hullot-Kentor's second pi@tethe book, the
source of today’s barbarism may lie in a very sipeéind of blindness
and deafness in relation to the presence of theniforé in the
contemporaneous. Without this absence on the hootourZeitgeistthe
acts of atrocity that pervade well-informed newsgrapvould make much
more sense and could be much more easily criticithdlot-Kentor’'s
contribution concludes by pointing out how much eah contribute to
reinserting the primitive in one’s scope of vision.

Something of enhanced perception is considered @mzHSteinert’s
essay too, which, following up on his well-knowrdazelebratedCulture
Industry’ starts by differentiating the concept from theaidé the media.
Steinert then proceeds to characterize the kinasessages transmitted by
the media, its addressees and professionals workirigy as well as its

! cambridge: Polity Press, 2003.



2 Introduction

main genres. The result is an essay that is asdhee time introductory
and demystifying, and which provides an incisivetamce of what critical
theory of the media should look like.

Yoshikazu Takemine pursues this same tact by dssgriand
evaluating Adorno’s take on television. Not onlyedoTakemine call
attention to the philosopher's substantial engaggmeith this new
medium of mass communication of the time, but aledl characterizes
Adorno’s dialectical approach to it. For if it isué that the rise of
television heralded an unprecedented psychic ddimimérough images,
this does not mean that television could not bel @gminst itself in order
to inoculate audiences with something close to atidate. Indeed,
Takemine closes his essay with a reference to Aldsa Kluge's TV
program as a concrete instance of what an antrisab® could appear to
be — one is here miles away from the usual imagédidrno as the
pessimist mandarin, the secluded aesthetician everthings popular.

Rodrigo Duarte chooses another direction of inquitg poses the
question of whether the notion of culture industsyit was elaborated by
Adorno and Horkheimer could be applied to an untbger country like
Brazil. Relying on four basic criteria, namely, thexpropriation of
schematism (conceived in Kantian fashion), the gomeation of a
“style,” the corruption of the tragic and, finallthe fetishism of cultural
goods, Duarte concludes that the concept is not applicable to our
current situation” and that this “applicability hesen even enhanced in
the globalized phase of monopolist capitalism,” &isb that its scope of
validity extends to Third World countries.

It is arguable that alongside images culture ingustroduces the
affects that are inherent to them. The manufacbfirfeelings leads to a
subjective dilemma, inasmuch as it is buttressedth®y ideology of
spontaneity, the imperative to be oneself. Manipaha of sentiments
coupled with an ideal of transparent inwardnessegte what Shierry
Weber Nicholsen terms “postemotional society.” Helicholsen
approximates Adorno’s description of damaged lifélinima Moraliato
recent research in psychoanalysis, showing a strikigreement between
what the German philosopher experienced more théy ywears ago and
what therapists today diagnose. The result is mb¢ the possibility of
mutual improvement, furnishing Adorno with pointembncepts and
implicating psychoanalysts in the situation theysatibe, but of a
heightened sense of truth. By implication, Gerhd&ithter's essay
establishes an interesting dialogue with Nicholsen’his own reading of
Minima Moralia. If Nicholsen characterizes a contemporary, géize
condition of affective deadlock, Richter investigmthow love could be a
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defence against this. Of course, he does not hawaind the culture-
industrial idea, the degraded romanticism of arosexual and perfectly
harmonious couple’s unity. On the contrary, hisrahterization of love,
and of its twin notion, that of fidelity, takes antconsideration its
participation in an all-encompassing system of dwtidn; nor does
Richter's text exclude the moment of truth in utifailness and the
breaking away of desire from constrained pattefsoaviviality. In the

tension of these opposing forces a faint glimpseuthenticity can be
contemplated in the world of manufactured affects.

One should not think, however, that Adorno’s conicgpof the culture
industry is beyond criticism. Jonathan Dettman bdseself on Moishe
Postone’s assessment to emphasize the conceptatioms. The kernel of
Dettman’s critique lies in early critical theorydassessment of state control
under monopoly capitalism as effectively replacicgmpetition in the
market, thus creating “a system of static poweati@hs that preserves
class antagonisms and inequality, yet does ndf @satain contradictions
that propel an inner and potentially revolutionaiynamic.” From this,
Dettman proceeds to examine Adorno’s notion of oomgion as
completely administered, and while Dettman is ainpao shun the
assumption, so dear to much of cultural studiest thhe sphere of
consumption harbours oppositional hopes, his eds@g encourage the
reader to revaluate consumption as “retaining #a social content that
even its subordination to capital cannot elimiriate.

The book ends with an interview of Robert Hullotrt@r by Fabio
Akcelrud Durdo. After discussing the concept of eiligentsia and
education, the conversation moves in many direstiancluding the
United States’ incapacity to represent the commoodgto itself, to the
American system of representation, space and msmasd engaged art.
The careful reader will notice that there is a Bulsoherence in the
conversational logic of this exchange. As in eathhe contributions to
this volume, so in this one culture industry is geéved as not only
touching on every aspect of contemporary life, roftghere it could
hardly be imagined, but as virtually all that theréo touch.






CHAPTERONE

THE EXACT SENSE IN WHICH THECULTURE
INDUSTRY NO L ONGEREXISTS!

ROBERTHULLOT-KENTOR

Anyone who has been studying Adorno’s philosophgrothe past
number of decades, perhaps including years ovargppvith the
philosopher's own life, may have noticed that d&sghe many new
commentaries, despite the recently available patitios of his
correspondence and lecture courses, Adorno’s \gstiare becoming
increasingly obscure. This is not because Adornmis more difficult to
comprehend than he once was. On the contrary,nieegéng obscurity of
his philosophy is reciprocal with a newfound selfdence in the writings.
For this, the ready glosses and commentaries amds yef growing
familiarity are at least partly responsible, andaaa start summing things
up easily enough: Reification is the rigid web spower the world,
isolating the universal from the particular; didles rends that web,
potentiating the conflict of the one and the mamyvhich the primacy of
the object is manifest; relations of production thie; forces of production
that; the spell, the taboo, the fetish and barbmarthey are something else
again. But the motive force of these conceptsry thetud vitalis gone. If,
some decades ago, takidegative Dialecticsin hand, a reader was
astounded at that title’'s daunting purport, nowspite of himself, that
same reader no longer distinctly sees how layiagrcto thenegativeever
appeared to risk everything and confront &lbncepts that once spoke
worlds for themselves, now stand mute in sighthef world. No doubt,
one can put one’s shoulder to the historical weiljat is heavily ballasted
in the flywheel of any one of them and, shovingndithat concept around
once, but “subjectivity,” for instance, will not oils own bring itself
around again. “Agency,” not “subjectivity,” is nowhe self-revolving

1 An earlier version of this essay, “In Exactly WiSgnse the Culture Industry No
Longer Exists,” was published @ultural Critique Fall, 2008, vol.7.
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topic. Plainly, it is not a matter of our individuaolition which ideas are
bindingly thinkable and which are not. But if iti®t for us to decide, as
an act of will or logical acuity, which conceptsadr the world into
themselves as into a vortex and which suddenly dafibk out again,
slackly dispersing their phenomena, we can somstimeerstand aspects
of the moment in which this reversal occurs. Compreling something of
this event will figure in this discussion, but ortly way of posing the
overarching question of how the central concept\a@drno’s thinking
have lost their grip on the historical moment. Andhjle, as is to be seen,
it is possible to recover theiroeud vitaland state it, doing so will not
reanimate the philosophy. On the contrary, it wilveal an almost
intolerable point of dispute between the standpointhought today and
the content of Adorno’s philosophy, even while veeagnize that this
philosophy itself is of increasingly urgent intdraad importance.

Boom Town Revenant

The culture industryis one of Adorno’s concepts whose ghost for
certain is gone. But it is also the concept whoamgoxical existence,
when examined, provides unrivalled insight into toamtemporary fate of
the whole of his work. The potentially illuminatimgradox is this: While
the idea of theculture industryshares in the evident exhaustion of
Adorno’s central concepts; while there is no dathiat its ghost is gone;
this concept all the same lives a vigorous afeerffilly indifferent to the
fact of its decease long ago. Unlike any other ephdn the whole of
Adorno’s oeuvre, the term, thoailture industry is quoted omnipresently in
the full-throated convictions of our age. If, todanyone who intends to
be alert, word by word, to the difference betwedmtwbears speaking
about and what does not, would hesitate to draveshfbreath to launch
into a critique, for instance, of the depredatiafsreification, no one
hesitates to hold forthd libitum on theculture industry This could be
documented by presenting the statistical frequefitiie term’s citation in
scholarly journals and even in the newspapers gbmuties. But the
ambitious tenacity of this concept's grip on existe is better
demonstrated in a single quotation. It is excerpbemin a Chinese
government publication prepared in 2007 for the M/ofTrade
Organization. In its very own words, the articlexcerns the state of the
culture industryin China: “China has witnessed a booming develogme
of its culture industrysince the 1990s. [...] However, thalture industry
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in China is still very laggard if compared with than developed
countries.?

The article goes on to deplore the continuing backiwess of the
Chineseculture industry then marshals graphs and statistics to assure the
waiting world of finance that this deficiency, tHigery laggard” culture
industry, has long been in a process of consideratdeleration.

Homophony and Spontaneous Generation

Since the reason for quoting a Chinese publicationthat nation’s
culture industryis to document the term’s self-confident omnipresen
there is no stopping here to delve into this Chenesoncept's
hermeneutics. No one doubts what thdture industrymeans or what is
assembled under its apostrophe. The conseptiependably interchangeable
worldwide Esperanto. By absolute contrast, howeveand now the
paradoxical existence of Adorno’s concept of tture industrycomes
into focus — the word that isot in anyone’s head, the word that cannot
possibly be pronounced with the expectation ofding spontaneously
reciprocated with comprehension of what it once mhés Adorno and
Horkheimer's homophonous trouvaille in tBgalectic of Enlightenment
more than fifty years ago. An accurately contempor@&merican
dictionary would marktheir catchword,that culture industry,obsolete
And although the dictionary entry would affirm théte terms are
historically enmeshed, that they share the embedmadeptions of a
single historical dynamic, a responsibly completéyewould take pains
to deny the easy presumption that the homophonythef German
philosophers’ termculture industrywith our contemporary vernacular
vouches for a single historical development of ooecept. For in spite of
the much-known fact that it was Adorno and Horkheirwho coined the
expression, the contemporary sound-alike term ditl come into this
world as spawn of a German first that then adaptsedurrent purposes
through etymological evolution. On the contrarypites its existence to
an entirely independent act of spontaneous gepaerdtiis progeny of that
piling up and compression of commercial entitiemfrunder the mass of
which, one day, some decades ago, a great multifidencepts began
scurrying out, fully mature. We now take a momentatknowledge this
multitude, and not one by one, but sparsely ingttet in the likes of: the
hospitality industry the education industrythe environmental industry

2 “China and the WTO,” http://www.chinaculture.orfg/gn_focus/node_322.htm.
Emphasis added.
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and thehousing industry These industrial appellations — of which the
culture industryis just one frank derivative — exist in mutuallynéirming
aggregate with other multitudes of such met phreased dependably
pseudo organics as: the “family tree of industtiées,family of electronic
devices,” “corporate culture,” “the business comityhand “the banking
community.”

Syllabic Ear Training |

This ideological weave of phrases is now so densadyked and
imperviously matted that it obstructs any remndntisat Adorno’s term,
the culture industry,once meant. But just in coming up against this
impasse for the first time, there is a chance ticasomething of the fate
of the whole of Adorno’s thinking, for he would leabeen able to name
this heavy weave a “net’Ngt) or, alternately, “a web of delusion”
(Verblendungszusammenhjngwhereas, obviously, we cannot. The
concepts of “net” and “web” in which Adorno sougdiat capture self-
consciously the totality of mediation, were insteigmselves finally
captured by the fact of all-encompassing mediatiomvhich their self-
reflection was effaced. In penalty for having toedtdirectly on the truth,
critical thought was metamorphosed into what iuggied to oppose.
Repeatedly, understanding Adorno’s philosophy negufinding ways to
demonstrate how each concept has been compelledhim functions of
socially necessary illusion. The alternative apphod@o his work, the
analytical explication of the concepts of his psdphy, by contrast, is
powerless against this process; in its obliviousnas it waltzes off with
half-dead concepts to gesture authoritatively, eitassarily consolidates
this process. Only where ways can be fashioned a&envisible how
Adorno concepts now serve to barricade themselgainst their own
meaning, can it be understood why his work is taayrgently unalive as
it is urgently alive.

In the instance of theulture industry our linguistic auscultation
requires pressing one step closer to the words sbkes. But this
requisite step is beyond our power; we can onlyeme at what must be
accomplished. For this purpose, we choose a litigugnveyance, a
common mix of objective correlative and bombassét into relief what
must once have been at stake in 1947, the puldicaite of the coinage
of the term,Kulturindustrie With that agglutination in mind, half-speak
while reading: Shakespearet®ld fire, Donne’s miserable abundance
Hugo’s dwarf giants Quevedo'dleeting permanence&pencer’'gleasing
pain, Beethoven'spiano forte Baudelaire’ssoleil noir, Caravaggio’s
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chiaroscuro — room here for Nabokov'pale fire — and then, again,
Adorno’sKulturindustrie

Syllabic Ear Training I

What is there to perceive in this incantation ojsigone by? Only a
lizard-like fragment of a second to regard codtily possible remembrance
of forgetting. Under the accumulated crosswise muoma of every just
cited soleil noir, our contemporary frictionless vernacular, thdture
industry— an undergraduate topic available for three tsedti any major
university — was to snap in half, into culture amdustry. And, then, in the
pronouncement of Adorno’s long-agdulturindustri€’ these splintered
parts were to be compelled to reassemble, butlyisitarked by the
splinteredness that was theirs in the first plataus, the tulture
industry might begin to divulge the first traces of its epigmatical
pulse: for it is a coerced unity of the uncombiealain abrasive sparking
of concept against concept — their electrical chargpun around positive
to positive and jammed tight — a mutually rebar®atirinding ofculture
andindustry, colliding while compressed at loggerheads.

This archaeological contrivance has provided & fiesception of what
transpires in Adorno’s self-antagonistic concepttlof culture industry.
Adorno himself, of course, never needed to trick loigs concept’s self-
antagonistic content, as we just have; he hearéqibr well what it was
about and could not possibly, not once, have héaad we exclusively
hear it now. Neither, incidentally, would he haveeb subject to the
strangest aspect of the entire cohort of concepigich the contemporary
culture industrytravels. For even though tispital industry the music
industry, let alone thénome officeare among the most caustic expressions
of the words of our tribe, they engage our peromgtiexclusively as
neutral fact. Adorno, by absolute contrast, woulkdéh heard these acrid
phrases for what they are. It makes sense, than,ifttve more exactly
perceived something of what Adorno sensed in higept of theculture
industry, if we were thus prompted to acquire somethingnatki his
auditory discernment among concepts, our percemphhbsia for their
content would be breeched. We would possess thémemts of a
spontaneous, contemporagcial physiognomin which the whole of our
shap-together, commercial nomenclature would insish the
distinctiveness of its voice being sensed in a W&t Adorno himself
might have heard it.
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The One Appetite of Commercial Reason

With this as an intention, it is possible to elat& more closely the
antagonism in Adorno’s idea of the culture indudbsy considering the
agglutinated concepts individually, all the whileraithat our concentration
will only tolerate summary and formulaic presertasi. Fortunately, in the
instance ofculture there is in fact no alternative to being succiradr,
according to Adorno, wheceulture is culture — which is the exception by
far, sinceculture is overwhelmingly its own opposite — there is tyard
anything to say about it that would not amountdmething like: “Lovely
sunset,” or “Beethoven’s 18ds my favourite,” and thus pitch in with all
of culture that is not that. But it can at least dzd of culture that it
potentially arises out of the capacity to suspemadraw purpose and
constitute the only aspect of the idea of freedbat is not an abstraction.
Culture may be “trash” — as Adorno once wrote — and ngthmore than
the rationalization of inhibition, but — as he alsmte — it is no less the
idea of reconciliationindustry, by contrast, the epitome of the modern
force of production, which could itself be a powafr culture as the
capacity to assuage scarcity and suffering, istha imperative of its
seventeenth century concept of systematic labwoited systematically to
the exclusion of all but narrow purpose. This nadiity is the
intellectualization of self-preservation. It iswgttured so that in addition to
the manufacture of its cornucopia it must, to seeyvisimultaneously
produce scarcity in consistently equal or greateasare. The old saw of
the crisis of overproduction, the analysis of teadency of prices to
decline and ultimately to jeopardize industry'stcdl®w, once sought to
make capitalism’s cyclical, compulsory potlatchesnprehensible. And
the old saw still holds true, though it has beeriatied by the acceleration
of the process of rationalization that it embod@smputerized systems of
distribution have made corporations logistical desi for dominating
consumption; single companies have installed thexaseas the social
appetite’s sole gatekeeper at every turn and inregjions. With this
tactical leverage, the logistically based corporathas been able to
disaggregate manufacture from its own internalcsétme and turn the
whole of its powers against what was once its ouppBes of labour and
raw material, sources to which it no longer has sogial responsibility
whatsoever. Dispossession is now the fiercest fofrpossession. This
development is a process of increasing corporatenadity. It is a
heightened capacity to use every element of thenmahtwithin the range
of its system as efficiently as possible and to thié system of all
redundancy in the extraction of wealtxternallyto the corporation, this
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rationality disintegrates markets and societiesldvade. Internally to the
corporation, rationalization has eaten away ansotired the corporation’s
own rationality. Holding sentinel guard over theatites of the populous
mouth, on one side, and responding to the demanshafeholders for
maximized profits, on the other; having sloughed tife civilizing
commitments to labour and region; having dismistgedr own internal
structure of middle management and product devetmpnthe dominant
corporations, which in the twentieth century becathe sinew and
structure of the nation, have contracted to thedbldevices of self-
preservation. The lead economic institutions haseoime compact gangs
and rackets for carving out profits. Planning hasanly been reduced. It
is actively rejected as interfering with the aRilio seek risk, those points
of perceived greatest vulnerability in an objectnich the highest profits
are potentially located. According to the businessc, Barry C. Lynn,
the corporation as such has thus forfeited the afgpao “think
comprehensively” and is now “unguided by any ins&rmrational
authority.® If the United States feels far out to sea, foresmo one is
steering; the country cannot locate its mind; its hexcluded those
rudimentary centres of cognition that could wakepitto what it is.

At a time when the (corporate) system itself isrfaare complex than
ever before, and at a time when it faces threattkeurmny it has ever
faced, it would seem that we have placed it alleuritie control of our
own stomacH.

The country is directed “more and more by some sbpure desire,
some sort of pure appetit2 This is a desire and an appetite for survival as
if no other impulse could be sensed. “Global” — bwer the word is
conjured up, and in whatever combination — now rmesurvival at the
price of nothing less than the whole. Here, beihgiws bigger is the only
conceivable, only acknowledgeable intention.

Exactly What It Is

In this study concerned with the exact sense inckwhhe culture
industry no longer exists, it should be noticed tha question is not being
approached through movie land, web space or vaioederns about TV
and industrial entertainment. Instead, the problem been engaged by

3 Barry C. Lynn,End of the LingNew York: Doubleday, 2005), pp.129-260, esp.
p. 210.

4 Ibid., p. 236.

® Ibid.



12 Chapter One

elucidating the elements of Adorno’s own concepthaeological means
have been required for this and the results aréaserude: ifculture,
when it is culture, is what potentially goes beyasetf-preservation; and if
industry, meaning considerably more than a device of matwfe, is
what reduces this potential to the task of suryitran thecultureindustry
— as the production of culture by industry — is tb@uction of all that does
and could go beyond self-preservation to nothingentban life lived in
the violent struggle for survivalThe manufacture of culture as the
production of barbarism is the culture industry. This is the internal
dynamic of the coerced unity of the uncombinabég #hdorno objectified
in the self-antagonistic concept of thdture industry Here the modern is
the cipher of the archaic insofar as culture, snintdustrial transformation,
becomes a permeating force of social regressiod. wnile the condition
of American English now makes it difficult to guestsa moment when
any noun could not casually be combined vinighustry; it took two world
wars to bring these words into combinatorial pragmOn its own first
day, the glitter of the word-formatiorgulture industry sparkled flat
against camouflage khakis. It was this, the locusiocategorically
primitive quality as produced by the modern itself that nhaste startled
Adorno with the historical exactitude of his troilea Every word he
wrote about theculture industrywas drawn into the cognition of this
dynamic of primitivization interior to the concept.

Vestigial Physiognomy and Lapsed Imperative

Experiment now with an apparent non-entity of aagbr selected from
a catalogue of higher education for the compaditagiith which, in its
own split second, it promulgates its confident-gsffdence: “Florida State
University, Dedman School of Hospitality and Towrj$ assures its
students “of a career in Florida’s number one i€ And if in reading
this phrase, the effort at discerning the interhamic of theculture
industry has begun to cause these collegiate words of rihe even
slightly to stutter and speak off the page, halftheir own voice,
motioning stiffly with inflexible lips, this is notventriloquism. The
distinctiveness of the vocables is real; here,brupt quotation, concept
engulfs landscape — human and seaside — with ucicussferocity. What
Adorno himself would have perceived in our otheenvisBumb-to-us
vernacular — in that aggregate characterized, fwtance, by the

6 General Bulletin Dedman School of Hospitality, College of Busine2606-
2007, Florida State University, p. 281.
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hospitality industry- has perhapthus become evident to us as well: these
are stances of barbarization; actual powers opthmitivization of life by
the forces of progress itself; rationality as rees@wn antagonist; in the
instance of the Dedman School, we perceive theeusity itself as an
established device of stupidification and catas$teop culture as what is
altogether its contrary.

A social physiognomyf culture industry lingo could begin at this
point to illuminate broad swaths of its phrasingsler the constellation of
the key ideas of Adorno’s philosophy: the spele thboo, the ban, his
concept of natural history, regression, and magaech of which wants to
reveal the modern itself as the force of the primit This study would
begin to fulfil the categorical imperative of Adare thinking as he stated
it in his “Marginalia to Theory and Practice,” wkehe writes that the
“sole adequate praxis would be to put all enertfiesrd working our way
out of barbarism” But exactly here, in considering Adorno’s maxine w
call a halt. There is no sense deceiving ourselVés.are not about to
undertake any struggle to overcome barbarism,matsocial physiognomy
of culture industry lingo and not in any other waither. The categorical
imperative of Adorno’s thinking is not ours. On thmntrary, the
invocation of his maxim presents an index of owirderest in the critical
content of his work.

Velocity of Aversive Disinterest

The “barbaric” — an appellation alternating in wais contexts in
Adorno’s writings with the “primitive” and the “ahaic” — became a
matter of aversive disinterest to us not becauseeility vanished from
world history, leaving its scattered vocables bdhas an irritatingly
vacant shells. For even if we knew nothing abow tontemporary
structure of the American economy, it is clear Hakvsbawm has written
— that when the First World War came to an endbdwdsm itself only
accelerated. To gauge its velocity by a series afkers, compare the
outrage at what for us would be the minor injustiéehe Dreyfus case;
consider that Clauswitz assumed that in warfareedrfiorces fought to
disable the opposing forces and did not murderopgss, devastate the
citizenry, or summarily demolish a nation; note thagnitudes of death
and sacrifice to which governments drove theirstetl men at Ypres and

" Theodor W. Adorno, “Marginalia to Theory and Preef’ in Critical Models
edited by Rolf Tiedemann, translated by Henry Ve¢kfird (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1998), p. 268.
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Verdun, for example, and notice as well the emeargenf slogans such as
“better dead than red” that, as an end justifyingy aneans, has
successfully helped prepare society as a wholés@nnihilationIf there
was ever a movement to rid the world of catastrophiclear weaponry,
what evidence of that movement now remains? Bottihéncentre and at
the periphery of the developed world, Hobsbawm esrit‘unspeakable
things are done by people who no longer have sagilles to action®
And if in the United States — which has yet to immathe degree to which it
is a morally devastated nation — a fully discredli|ministration now
faces a majority opposition, there is still no sayiwhether this country,
which on its law books now grants margin to tortasewell as to spying
on its citizenry, will somehow withdraw from its monitment to a
growing world unanimity in the conviction that “marism is more
effective than civilization* “How could it?” it might be asked given the
international collapse of political order, the wmeling of the state
monopoly on violence, and the dissolution of cohergameworks of
social relations. It must be, then, that our appiyespontaneous antipathy
to the censure of the barbaric is an aspect ofdiksolution of these
frameworks of social relations. The process of bdration itself has
consumed the capacity for its own differentiationd gettisoned the idea
when it was done with it.

“l too am against everything”

In this context, an essay that Adorno wrote inrifreeteen fifties and
presented as a lecture — “The Concept of Philosopligyinvaluable, for it
indicates a fundamental transformation in histdrogerience that reveals
deeper layers of what has essentially gone misfingis in Adorno’s
thinking. He presents this transformation as ghainal idea of Western
thoughtthatinfinitely expanded the horizon of knowledge. This insight, to
which he owed the sum total of the perceptionsisfphilosophy, was as
much waiting for him in the thinking of his own dag it is no longer
waiting for anyone now. And if this insight will dirst be recognizable,
perhaps with some disappointment, as having alrbaéy touched on, it
involves an aspect and expanse of thinking thatldvbe hard for us to
guess at:

8 Eric Hobsbawm, “Barbarism: A User's Guide,” @n History (New York: The
New Press, 1997), pp. 253-65, especially p. 264.
9 .

lbid.
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The horizon of knowledge has befinitely expanded; layers have come
into our field of vision that were hidden. To unstand thearchaicin us
and in reality this was thelefinitivestepthat Western thought madf.

Adorno did not in his essay go on to document th&tohcal
preparation for what he considered this definistep in Western thought
or to provide any detail of what was to be foundtlois new horizon — it
was self-evident in the moment and context of kigture, now a half
century past! But the contours of what Adorno then perceivedsas
prodigious can be reconstructed from the first esaces of Aesthetic
Theory There Adorno wrote of this same expanse as tea & the
formerly inconceivable, on which around 1910 retiolary art
movements set out.” This sea was drawn to its Wémgspoint at every
degree of its encompassment exclusively on theborof the perception
of the primitive in us and in reality. This is what Adorno saw as the
fundamental occurrence, for instance, in PicasBesoisellesand in his
African-inspired works of 1907-10; in the likesary Wigman'’s “Witch
Dance” (1914); and in the stark glare of prehistorgvery line of Kafka.
In their familiarity to us these works present trest occasion to observe
the mimetic spark of recognition that once shobssrbetween what, on
one hand, was already abstract in tribal totemisk®and fetishes and, on
the other, the dynamic of abstraction that wasspaimg in the societal
material itself. Here is the exact occasion of glesture of that spark in
demonstratively slow motion as Picasso once glaricad the African
and Polynesian fetishes across to “everything”:

| kept looking at the fetishes. | understood: | toa against everything. |
too think that everything is unknown, is the enerykrything! Not just
the details — women, children, animals, tobacayipg — but everythingt

10 Theodor W. Adorno, “Der Begriff der Philosophidri Frankfurter Adorno
Blaetter I, ed. Rolf Tiedemann (Frankfurt am Main Textfkj 1992), p. 52.
Emphases added.

11 5ee, for instance, the article “Civilization” ihet much reputed MEdition of
The Encyclopaedia Britannicg1911), which importantly parallels Adorno’s
observation of the transformation of the idea @& fimimitive in its discussion of
the ‘the most radical metamorphosis of mental view tiet taken place in the
entire course of the historical peridvww.1911encyclopedia.org/Civilization).

12 Theodor W. AdornoAesthetic Theorytranslated by Robert Hullot-Kentor
(Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 19978.p

13 pablo Picasso quoted by André Malraux_in Tete d’obsidiennenow in Jack
Flam and Miriam Deutch (eds.)Primitivism and Twentieth Century Art
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003) 38.
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Thus Picasso on an afternoon in 1907 at the Trooatuseum of
Ethnography. He himself had no ethnographic interas curiosity
whatsoever in the African sculptures he would cameollect** Art did
not become modern art in scholarship of the pnmibut by appropriating
it as a power for the rejection of the sensuousrdter to achieve a formal
capacity to direct the violence of life back agaiits own violencée?
Sedimented in this formal achievement was the deciglement in
modernism as the unfolding of an absolute depffietf in the profundity
of the historical consciousness of the West. Tkinéd the course of
progress as modern progress. The desideratum afittdy new in a
degree and quality never before conceivable bu& imway that office
buildings could spring fully imagined from Mondrian canvases,
originated in the awakening perception of the piiirai — not in the
establishment of a futuristic high-ground that thrde archaic into deep
perspective. And when Cézanne said modestly of élfind remain the
primitive of the way | discovered,” that self-protiwe modesty concealed
the intention and resource of painting what hadenelbeen painted
before®

For Adorno, then, the perception of the primitimeus was momentous
to the degree that it condensed in itself the ertfiitical consciousness of
the West. Adorno pursued this one insight in exsagtence he wrote in
seeking to show that the domination of nature & rigproduction of the
primitive, that only in comprehending this couldndaation surrender its
violence and be reconciled with the primitive — #e¢ in which progress
would for once become progress. Adorno sought twee this insight
irresistibly perspicacious in the conviction thamgprehending it would
make the difference between the survival and thédsstruction of
humanity and the habitable world altogether.

Sum Total of Insight Interdicted

If, however, out of interest in this thinking, inamting somehow to
make good on it, we turned to regard this philosoph the horizon
against which it was conceived, we will be brougit short. That

14 Robert GoldwaterPrimitivism in Modern Art{Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1986), pp. 41-2.

5 Wallace Stevens, “The Nobel Rider and the Soundofds,” in Collected
Poems and Prosedited by Frank Kermode (New York: The Library/rherica,
1984), p. 665.

16 Michael DoranConversations with CézaniiBerkeley: University of California
Press, 2001), p. 73. See also, for instance, p. 86.
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infinitely expanded horizon of insight into thepitive in us and in reality
is not there to be seen. The self-reflection onptfimitive has disappeared.
It is for this reason that when we initially lookéd understand the
meaning of Adorno’s idea of theulture industrywe understood nothing
even of its obsolescence without substantial hisgbrbombast and
reconstruction. In becoming aware of the vanistahthe horizon against
which Adorno’s concept of theulture industryconstrued its meaning, we
now recognize the exact — and only — sense in wihicdin be said that the
culture industryno longer exists. The rubric of postmodernismrasdies,
as a marker in time, however indistinctly drawne thoundary across
which the perception of the primitive in us did mi@vel. The loss of this
perception was not of one moment among many, bsitahsounted to an
absolute diminution of historical perception that depotentiated the
impulse of the modern that it contracted to a wleltumented art-
historical period. The result is evident at eveninp in contemporary
thought, but most distinctly in the sum of insightuch of which had
become common knowledge to that earlier generattbat is now
blocked, and the degree to which binding insigkelft is rigorously
interdicted. The way in which the central concemts Adorno’s
philosophy, of the spell, the fetish, myth, and @o set up directly
alongside the famed collection of archaic statuary Freud's desk
indicates that whatever the complex alliance anthtpd antagonism
between Adorno’s philosophy and psychoanalysis,fohener’'s dialectic
of enlightenment — of progress as regression —tlaadatter’s insight, for
instance, into a young patient who “from time toditranslated his wishes
from the totemic language into that of everydagfif only have thinkable
meaning against that single horizon that once edg@diin the recognition
of the primitive in ourselved his horizon’s vanishment is the basis for the
spontaneously self-evident disrepute that now meetsd. And this is a
disrepute that has implicitly already befallen Aalws philosophy without
account of this having yet been taken. What we eaknow of Adorno’s
philosophy — while knowing it perfectly well on serother level — is the
primitive in us, and the primitivization of our oveircumstance.

e Sigmund FreudTotem and Tabqadn The Standard Edition of the Complete
Psychological Works of Sigmund Freuedited by James Strachey (London:
Hogarth Press, 1995), vol. 13, p. 130.



18 Chapter One

Removing the Barbarians from our Minds

Adorno has noted that whole epochs of historicadliye have
disappeared from historical consciousness, theianeltial age among
them. But contrary to the disputes surrounding ttbality of the few
artefacts of that vastly remote age, the vaniskuihghe primitive — the
archaic and the barbaric — has occurred under wur @yes and well
within the plausible course of a single lifetime. . Gombrich(1909-
2001)was of Adorno’s generation, though he outlived hiynsome thirty
years, and was only recently obliged to admiffire Preference for the
Primitive, his last major work, that his topic had just gégd out from
under his fingers: “This book is about a movemdriaste that came to its
climax during my lifetime and appears to have kistngth during the last
few years.**Had Gombrich understood what was occurring he ntigle
wanted to entitle the book something more akin ®alvage the
Primitive,” since the volume’s over-arching intemtiis to show that the
loss of that taste for the primitive is inseparalilem an emerging
incapacity for aesthetic differentiation, an idéattwould be profoundly
deepened in related, central ideas of AdorA@sthetic Theory

The dynamic that eroded the cognition of the prireits available to
observation because it has in many regards beeredavut so self-
consciously; its traces are effectively a measudreonsciousness itself.
The complexity of the event owes not least to #a that the critique of
the concept has been so substantial an achieve@eat. the course of
decades anti-colonial wars and rebellions succlgsfapudiated the
apostrophe of the primitive and with it suzeraistypaternalism.
Ethnography likewise succeeded, over the same decad the rejection
of an evolutionary approach that was from its itigep a distorted
projection of Darwinism onto a scale of technolafjiadvance along
which stages of the recapitulation of phylogenyibrated the relative
primitivism of all other peoples in comparison withe mind of the most
technologically advanced WéStThe distinguished historian Peter Brown
puts the entire critical transformation in a nutshehen he writes
productively and critically inThe Rise of Western Christendarf the
figure of the barbarian that it is “part of the pase of this book to remove

18 E. H. Gombrich,The Preference for the Primitive: Episodes in thstéty of
Western Taste and Aftondon: Phaidon, 2006), p. 7.
19 Primitivism in Modern Artp. 177.
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them [the barbarians] from our minds, and to stigstia more truthful and
complex image of what happened at this tifffe.”

But if removing the barbarians from our minds haserb an
accomplishment, what has made it possible is armdin#hat exists at a
considerable remove from its presumed moral andtidgraphical claim.
The spontaneity of the everyday — “What gou mean, ‘primitive’?”;
“What doyou mean, ‘barbaric’?” — is too broadly availablecitmes too
readily to people’s lips, to be motivated by anyniigarity either with
medieval studies or the vicious history of the o@tist's hatred of the
savage. On the contrary, the audible shock-quetgsigite to any mention
of the word themselves stand in the colonial tradjtbut in a changed
form of economy and domination; they are only sgeely mobilized
because they are an act of triumph over the objée.gesture draws on a
vernacular nominalism that amounts to a procediisahissal of whatever
aspect of an object might lay claim to the univeesathe object's own
autonomy; this is rejected as fraudulent and amstige for presuming to
acknowledge anything that could come between tlecbland those uses
that might be made of it. The nominalist impulse as societal
methodology, the act of a total social subject, ésv unconscious: it
prepares the content at hand for being broken dowm those ever
smaller, simplest parts, which subjectivity demarfids gaining ever
greater levels of control over it. The parts thewrese are analysed
guantitatively, modelled on an exchange relatigmshiwhich all things,
words as well, are necessarily equal as integersnef to which the
supposition of any inhering quality raises the #rihat in its awareness
the coin of the realm would no longer circulatestenance would
disappear from the shelves and the businesses ataiy street would
board up their shutters and be gone.

Thus the spontaneity of those requisite shock-guistéhe spontaneous
blocking of a spontaneity: it is a power of mangiidn and administration.
If it were otherwise, there would be no possibleamstanding of how the
struggle of once colonial nations to free themselugrned out to be
inextricable from a movement that has subjectethtas markets to global
forces that now dominates them and tears them apad less unrelieved
a fashion than colonialism once did — except thawv rit is next to
impossible to mobilize against these forces, toclayjm to being anything
in opposition to them, to understand the forceslved or who or what is
in charge of the event. The bureaucratic triagé timenmands that the

20 peter Brown,The Rise of Western Christiandor®™. Edition (London:
Blackwell, 2003), p. 7.



20 Chapter One

word — the “primitive” — itself be shunned, as @thing less than severing
light from dark will come to the aid of the injusti done to dark lands, is
the gesture that seeks to seal, once and forhallptimitive taboo on the
primitive. It betrays its commercial alliance most all through the
injustice it does to the primitive, to the unformedd untamed in us
without the differentiated impulse of which thesenio capacity to do the
next right thing, for person or nation to act oe thoral impulse in that
spontaneity in which we might for a moment actudigl that we are
ourselves! If progress has to date been regression, actusjress
nevertheless requires regression; wilful decisigeneand thinking,
differentiating tenacity have no other resource asguire nothing less
than what Adorno ilNegative Dialecticalls the “additional impulse’tas
Hinzutretendg as primordial as any beast that refuses to tmhk@ther
step?? The Victorian stricture, its entranced “How daruy” marked a
considerable latitude of mind compared with thetmof the new Musée
du Quai Branly which, in recently inheriting thentents of the Trocadero,
would rather suppress what Picasso once saw ie thalslings in favour
of a further spiritualization of exchangeles cultures sont faites pour
dialoguer” “Dialoguer” — word as trade — is all that culésrcan do if the
point is to insist, as that museum insists at eveny, on the equivalence
of all cultures, as if there is some basis in isto depend on all culture
being culture, as if all we have ever known is elmieved freedom.

Munera Pulveris

The acknowledgment of the loss of insight into phienitive in us may
be the only perspective from which we can undedstast just theculture
industry but the urgency of Adorno’s philosophy — thattise possible
recognition we find in it of the primitivization dife — and something of
how the content of this philosophy is now beyond @un reasoning. It is
the point at which, in studying his work our attentwavers, whatever the
desire to concentrate. And this brings us, for actaling moment in a
discussion that has been preoccupied with the igmest what we are and
are not able to think about — with what we can eawthot concentrate on —
to a comment that Walter Benjamin once made, whenviote that the
power of concentration has itself declined alonthwie disintegration of

2 Theodor W. AdornoNegative Dialecticstranslated by E. B. Ashton (New
York: Continuum, 1973), p. 222.

22 History and Freedomtranslated by Rodney Livingstone (London: Pofftess,
2007), pp. 229-38.
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the idea of eternity. Adorno would never have writtthis line, not as
such. But he would have agreed entirely with Bemjathat the capacity

to think, the power of concentration, itself depgi its object and on its
object’s coherence. Both would have insisted ontwhat stake when, in
an ancient and here unlikely text, the World-Homeau©One, the Buddha,
concludes an oration in thRose Sutraand enters into “the place of
immeasurable meanings.” Beholding this momentttalse in the great
assembly, both human and inhuman, the monks, fayreen, laywomen,

heavenly beings, yakshas, mahagorgas, “having daiveat they had

never had before, were filled with joy and, pregsiheir palms together,
gazed at the Buddha with a single miRdllt must be reality itself — in

other words — that demands of the mind its singleneven its collective
singleness, its power of identity, its own strength an ability of

concentration even in its illusions, a unitarintges the mind could hardly
fashion for itself anymore than our feet are alblegptoduce the gravity
beneath them.

If so, then perhaps to complete the experimentiénpthilosophy of the
primacy of the object that, from its first wordjgtessay has been, read the
reports as they came in, in August 2002, from thgrecedented flooding
that damaged and destroyed museums and their beldimoughout
central Europe; use the spontaneous disinterestroglet have for these
reports, for the distant places named, for theicurhstances now some
years out of date, as a measure of an incapacigriee a transformation
that has already occurred in what is closest athiandays we are all
living that are no longer days out of any recogbieaseason, and thus: the
S.0.S. dispatched from the Museum of Central Bohemia renown
museum of the Czech Republic — that “the buildimgsre completely
drowned in water [...] permanent exhibitions comgietdestroyed”; the
message from the Libechov Chateau, “flooded upecsecond floor level,
the whole complex including the park is totally dstated”; the message
from the Invalides building in Prague, that the ¢buarchive of
architecture and the archive of history of techggland industry, have
been completely flooded”; the message from th&a&rSynagogue, also
in Prague, that the “recently renovated inscritioan the walls,
commemorating victims of the Holocaust, were destdoup to the height
of 2 meters.® In recognition of the hundreds and sometimes tods of
years over which major cities were located andbdisteed along rivers, at

2 The Rose Sutraranslated by Burton Watson (New York: Columbiaivérsity
Press, 1993), pp. 5-6.

24 H-New Discussion Networks, “First estimate of dagma30 August 2002,”
http://www.h-net.org/~museum/.
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their junctions and along coast lines, in coastaebes and in their
rhythms; and in trying to comprehend, as one nowstmthat in a
determinate future many of these places — New @sleand Bangkok
among them, and the many museums being the mogharidast of it —
will be partly and wholly gone, thinking becomesoierable to itself. This
is not the loss of concentration in the vanishnangternity, though it is
that as well, but in the loss of the possible aqanty and coherence of
historical truth — so that searching its contempoghysiognomy, it is
somehow not possible to find a single clue to wirahitive might mean
or to comprehend why anyone would bother with adwntivat rubs so
closely on a wound. We have crossed a threshotdyfreleep, but of what
we will never again be able to wake up from. Thegjwn is not of
possibly avoiding a tipping-point eight or twentgays from now, but of
what might be saved in absolute emergency. In th@ment, the
exasperation at the inscrutability of the primitivé'What does the word
mean?” — has become its constantly reiterated $hake several decades
will mark the transformation in all human historfgea which every word
that has to date been written will bear an incomblgr guilt-burdened
irreversibility. Adorno’s much contested denialafy possible writing of
poetry after Auschwitz did not conceive that theltgof history would
engulf the possibility of its reading altogetheheTperception of the loss
of historical depth, if we could grasp it in thesahce of that horizon of
insight indicated inThe Concept of Philosophyvould bring us to an
understanding of the exact sense in which dhkure industrycertainly
does continue to exist, though not as the indugrigertainment section of
the social division of labour but as society aslwle, as the power of
primitivization that has consumed the possibility @s historical
discernment. The content of Adorno’s philosophyinsthe distinction
between identity as, on one hand, a tit for tatege for an eye — the
power to knock anything out of someone else’s haanas$ grab it for
oneself — and, on the other, of identity as theacip to make reality
break in on the mind that has mastered it. To eedbe primitive from
itself and be reconciled with it requires “the ueswng effort to conjoin
reason’s critical consciousness of itself and thiéical experience of
objects®® as a concentration capable of responding to thécpkar, as the
possibility, that is, of hearing wave doubling up wave, doubling up on
wave, without being sickened.

% This is the idea of a negative dialectic. Theotdr Adorno, Hegel: Three
Studiestranslated by Shierry Weber Nicholsen (Cambriddd: Press, 1993), pp.
9-10.



CHAPTERTWO
WHAT BARBARISM |S?

ROBERTHULLOT-KENTOR

An enormous nation happy in a style,
Everything as unreal as real can be.
—Wallace Stevens

Prometheus stole fire to distract the
gods, not as our gift; what he bestowed
was reason, the ability to make
anything into a weapon—even this.
—Anon.

What interests us in the thought and writings ofM.. Adorno cannot
interest us. Where it touches us most closely i tingency of the
moment, it misses the mark entirely. When it cotthe quick, nothing is
felt. This is easily demonstrated. For wherevemowen Adorno’s writings,
whichever volume we turn to, the topic is the badand barbarism. In
Aesthetic Theorywe read that the “literal is thearbaric’; we learn in the
section on “Natural Beauty” that “it isarbaric to say of nature that one
thing is more beautiful than another.” Adorno itsjsagain inAesthetic
Theory that he will not temper his most notorious clathat it is
“barbaric to write poetry after Auschwitz.” Concerns we bBamecognize
are none the less barbaric: The New Objectivitsaisl to “reverse into the
barbarically pre-aesthetic.” Inwardness ibdrbaric.” Even it isbarbaric,
says Adorno, to name the artist “a creator.” | amsifive that he would
have found this fragmented rendering of phrases fnis work barbaric.
The relentless apostrophizing of the barbaric epsergs the single
apostrophe of his labour and circumscribes theretgtiof what he
perceived. InMinima Moralia “the whole itself’ is, indeed, said to be
“barbarism” And, if so, if the whole itselfeally is barbarism then nothing
less than all thingsire barbaric. In the stream of assertion that threads
through his thousands of pages, Adorno never odoets a half-tone, not
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a single “almost,” “semi,” or “formerly” barbaridn the Dialectic of
Enlightenment the culture industry that the United States poeduis
“barbarism” This American barbarismis not the result of cultural lag,”
as other European visitors to America speculates,whites, but of
progress itself. And here, in thigialectic of Enlightenmentwe arrive at
the statement that shifts like a magnet underrtrefilings of what has so
far been a scattered catalogue of barbarisnémbra disjectand causes
them, as will be seen in a moment, to draw togettake their place,
become legible and shape the focal point of theleviod thinking. The
intention of the Dialectic of Enlightenment Adorno writes, with
Horkheimer — this is the sentence — is to undedstahy “humanity
founders in a new form dfarbarisminstead of entering a truly human
condition.™

A New Form of Barbarism

Here, Adorno has us. In the precision of the opticcrafted — that
humanity now founders in a new form of barbarism in a second
barbarism, we stand in the glare of what has berred into focus. More
than a half century after the publication of Dialectic of Enlightenment
we know ourselves the addressees of Adorno’s work iway that we
could hardly have realized a decade ago. For thkerréagnum of the
postwar years is over. We are experiencing a raifithe great fear, as if
it never ended — and perhaps it never’ditle are, without a doubt, the
occupants of the most catastrophic moment in thelevbf human history,
in all of natural history, and we cannot get outsvébout ourselves. What
is being decided right now for all surviving gertéras including our own,
is the exact sum total of the irreversible remainttee unalterable “How it
might have been.” By every indication we are gomigead with the
irreparable calamity. Even if the treaties soon b® negotiated in
Copenhagen are ratified whole — and nothing atvdllbe ratified — the
proposals on the table are inadeqtjaéwen if the legislation of the cap
and trade of carbon emissions is eventually madditg on American
industry, whatever limited good it may do, the suokewill become

1T, W. Adorno,Gesammelte Schrifteedited by Rolf Tiedemann in 20 volumes
(Frankfurt am Main Suhrkamp), vols. 7, p. 114; v@lp. 93; vol. 4, p. 174; vol. 7,
p. 89; vol. 4, p. 121; vol. 3, p. 11; vol. 8, p53%o0l. 3, p. 581; vol. 6, p. 275.

2 Eric Hobsbawm,Globalization, Democracy and TerrorisifLondon: Abacus
Books, 2007), pp. 31-49.

% This essay was originally presented as a talkatUniversity of Minnesota on
December ¥, 2009.



