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On parle fran;ais. - How intimately sex and language are inter
twined can be seen by reading pornography in a foreign language. 
When de Sade is read in the original no dictionary is needed. The 
most recondite expressions for the indecent, knowledge of which 
no school, no parental home, no literary experience transmits, are 
understood instinctively, just as in childhood the most tangential 
utterances and observations concerning the sexual crystallize into a 
true representation. It is as if the imprisoned passions, called by 
their name in these expressions, burst through the ramparts of 
blind language as through those of their own repression, and forced 
their way irresistibly into the innermost cell of meaning, which 
resembles them. 
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Paysage. - The shortcoming of the American landscape .is not so 
much, as romantic illusion would have it, the absence of historical 
memories, as that it bears no traces of the human hand. This applies 
not only to the lack of arable land, the uncultivated woods often no 
higher than scrub, but above all to the roads. These are always in
serted directly in the landscape, and the more impressively smooth 
and broad they are, the more unrelated and violent their gleaming 
track appears against its wild, overgrown surroundings. They are 
expressionless. Just as they know no marks of foot or wheel, no 
soft paths along their edges as a transition to the vegetation, no 
trails leading off into the valley, so they are without the mild, 
soothing, un-angular quality of things that have felt the touch of 
hands or their immediate implements. It is as if no-one had ever 
passed their hand over the landscape's hair. It is uncomforted and 
comfortless. And it is perceived in a corresponding way. For what 
the hurrying eye has seen merely from the car it cannot retain, and 
the vanishing landscape leaves no more traces behind than it bears 
upon itself. 
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Dwarf frui.t • ....: It is Proust's courtesy to spare the reader the em
barrassment of believing himself cleverer than the author. 

In the nineteenth century the Germans painted their dream and 
the outcome was invariably vegetable. The French needed only to 
paint a vegetable and it was already a dream. 

In Anglo-Saxon countries the prostitutes look as if they pur
veyed, along with sin, the attendant pains of hell. 

Beauty of the American landscape: that even the smallest of its 
segments is inscribed, as its expression, with the immensity of the 
whole country. 

In the recollection of emigration each German venison roast 
tastes as if it had been felled with the charmed bullets of the Frei
schiit,.1 

In psycho-analysis nothing is true except the exaggerations. 

We can tell whether we are happy by the sound of the wind. It 
warns the unhappy man of the fragility of his house, hounding him 
from shallow sleep and violent dreams. To the happy man it is the 
song of his protectedness: its furious howling concedes that it has 
power over him no longer. 

The noiseless din that we have long known in dreams, booms at 
us in waking hours from newspaper headlines. 

The mythical messenger of doom relives in radio. Important 
events announced peremptorily are always disasters. In English 
solemn means both ceremonious and menacing. The power of 
society behind the speaker turns of its own accord against the 
listeners. 

The recent past always presents itself as if destroyed by catas-
trophes. · 

The expression of history in things is no other than that of past 
torment. 

In Hegel self-consciousness was the truth of the certainty of one's 
self, in the words of the Phenomenology, the 'native realm of truth'. 

1. Opera by the German romantic composer Carl Maria von Weber (1821). 
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When they had ceased to understand this, the bourgeois were· self
conscious at least in their pride at owning wealth. Today self
consciousness no longer means anything but reflection on the ego 
as embarrassment, as realization of impotence: knowing that one is 
nothing. 

In many people it is already an impertinence to say 'I'. 

The splinter in your eye is th~ best magnifying-glass. 

The basest person is capable of perceiving the weaknesses of the 
greatest, the most stupid, the errors in the thought of the most 
intelligent. 

The first and only principle of sexual ethics: the accuser is always 
in the wrong. 

The whole is the false. 1 
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Pro domo nostra. - When during the last war, - which like all 
others, seems peaceful in comparison to its successor- the symphony 
orchestras of many countries had their vociferous mouths stopped, 
Stravinsky wrote the Histoire du Soldat for a sparse, shock-maimed 
chamber ensemble. It turned out to be his best score, the only con
vincing surrealist manifesto, its convulsive, dreamlike compulsion 
imparting to music an inkling of negative truth. The pre-condition 
of the piece was poverty: it dismantled official culture so drastically 
because, denied access to the latter's material goods, it also escaped 
the ostentation that is inimical to culture. There is here a pointer for 
intellectual production after the present war, which has left behind 
in Europe a measure of destruction undreamt of by even the voids 
in that music. Progress and barbarism are today so matted together 
in mass culture that only barbaric asceticism towards the latter, and 
towards progress in technical means, could restore an unbarbaric 
condition. No work of art, no thought, has a chance of survival, 
unless it bear within it repudiation of false riches and high-class 

1. Inversion of Hegel's famous dictum: Das Wahre ist das Ganr.e - the 
whole is the true (Phanomenologie des Geistes, p. 24; The Phenomenology of 
Mind, p. 81). 
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production, of colour films and television, millionaire's magazines 
and Toscan'ini. The older media, not designed for mass-production, 
take on a new timeliness: that of exemption and of improvisation. 
They alone could outflank the united front of trusts and technology. 
In a world where books have long lost all likeness to books, the 
real book can no longer be one. If the invention of the printing 
press inaugurated the bourgeois era, the time is at hand for its 
repeal by the mimeograph, the only fitting, the unobtrusive means 
of dissemination. 
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Cat out of the hag. - Even solidarity, the most honourable mode of 
conduct of socialism, is sick. Solidarity was once intended to make 
the talk of brotherhood real, by lifting it out of generality, where 
it was an ideology, and reserving it for the particular, the Party, as 
the sole representative in an antagonistic world of generality. It was 
manifested by groups of people who together put their lives at 
stake, counting their own concerns as less important in face of a 
tangible possibility, so that, without being possessed by an abstract 
idea, but .also without individual hope, they were ready to sacrifice 
themselves for each other. The prerequisites for this waiving of 
self-preservation were knowledge and freedom of decision: if they 
are lacking, blind particular interest immediately reasserts itsel£ In 
the course of time, however, solidarity has turned into confidence 
that the Party has a thousand eyes, into . enrolment in workers' 
battalions - long since promoted into uniform - as the stronger 
side, into swimming with the tide of history. Any temporary secur
ity gained in this way is paid for by permanent fear, by toadying, 
manoeuvring and ventriloquism: the strength that might have been 
used to test . the enemy's weakness is wasted in anticipating the 
whims of one's own leaders, who inspire more inner trembling than 
the old enemy; for one knows dimly ,that in the end the leaders on 
both sides will come to terms on the backs of those yoked beneath 
them. A reflection of this is discernible between individuals. Anyone 
who, by the stereotypes operative today, is categorized in advance 
as progressive, without having signed the imaginary declaration 
that seems to unite the true believers - who recognize each other by 
something imponderable in gesture and language, a kind of bluffly 



those emigres who, by discipline and a sharp separation of spheres 
of influence, performed the feat of representing the German mind, 
shows what is to be expected of a happy reconstruction: the intro
duction of Broadway methods on the Kurfilrstendamm, which 
differed from the former in the Twenties only through its lesser 
means, not its better intentions. Those who oppose cultural Fascism 
should start with Weimar, the 'Bombs on Monte Carlo' and the 
Press Ball, if they do not wish to finish by discovering that equivo
cal figures like F allada 1 spoke more truth under Hitler than the 
unambiguous celebrities who successfully transplanted their pres
tige. 
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The Health unto Death. 2 - If such a thing as a psycho-analysis of 
today's prototypical culture were possible; if the absolute pre
dominance of the economy did not beggar all attempts at explaining 
conditions by the psychic life of their victims; and if the psycho
analysts had not long since sworn allegiance to those conditions -
such an investigation would needs show the sickness proper to the 
time to consist precisely in normality. The libidinal achievements 
demanded of an individual behaving as healthy in body and mind, 
are such as can be performed only at the cost of the profoundest 
mutilation, of internalized castration in extroverts, beside which the 
old renunciation of identification with the father is the child's play 
as which it was first rehearsed. The regular guy, the popular girl, 
have to repress not only their desires and insights, but even the 
symptoms that in bour.geois times resulted from repression. Just 
as the old injustice is not changed by a--lavish display of light, air 
and hygiene, but is in fact conqealed by the gleaming transparency 
of rationalized big business, the inner health of our time has been 
secured by blocking flight into illness without in the slightest 
altering its aetiology. The dark closets have been abolished as a 
troublesome waste of space, and incorporated in the bathroom. 
What psycho-analysis suspected, before it became itself a part of 

1. Hans Fallada (1893-1947): social novelist of reportorial realism, whose 
works enjoyed great popular success in the last years of the Weimar period, 
and who continued to write novels in Germany under the Nazi regime. 

2. Inversion of the title of Kierkegaard's work The Sickness unto Death. 

hygiene, has been confirmed. The brightest rooms are the secret 
domain of faeces. The verses: 'Wretchedness remains. When all is 
said, / It cannot be uprooted, live or dead. / So it is made invisible 
instead', are still more true of the psychic economy than of the 
sphere where abundance of goods may temporarily obscure con
stantly increasing material inequalities. No science has yet explored 
the inferno in which were forged the deformations that later emerge 
to daylight as cheerfulness, openness, sociability, successful adap
tation to the inevitable, an equable, practical frame of mind. There 
is reason to suppose that these characteristics are laid down at even 
earlier phases of childhood development than are neuroses: if the 
latter result from a conflict in which instinct is defeated, the former 
condition, as normal as the damaged society it resembles, stems 
from what might be called a prehistoric surgical intervention, which 
incapacitates the opposing forces before they have come to grips 
with each other, so that the subsequent absence of conflicts reflects 
a predetermined outcome, the a priori triumph of collective author
ity, not a cure effected by knowledge. Unruffled calm, already a 
prerequisite for applicants receiving highly-paid posts, is an image 
of the stifled silence that the employers of the personnel manager 
only later impose politically. The only objective way of diagnosing 
the sickness of the healthy is by the incongruity between their 
rational existence and the possible course their lives might be given 
by reason. All the same, the traces of illness give them away: their 
skin. seems covered by a rash printed in regular patterns, like a 
camouflage of the inorganic. The very people who burst with 
proofs of exuberant vitality could easily be taken for prepared 
corpses, from whom the news of their not-quite-successful decease 
has been withheld for reasons of population policy. Underlying the 
prevalent health is death. All the movements of health resemble the 
reflex-movements of beings whose hearts have stopped beating. 
Scarcely ever does an unhappily furrowed brow, bearing witness to 
terrible and long-forgotten exertions, or a moment of pa!hic stu
pidity disrupting smooth logic, or a11- awkward gesture, embarras
singly preserve a trace of vanished life. For socially ordained 
sacrifice is indeed so universal as to be manifest only in society as a 
whole, and not in the individual. Society has, as it were, assumed 
the sickness of all individuals, and in it, in the pent-up lunacy of 
Fascist acts and all their innumerable precursors and mediators, the 
subjective fate buried deep in the individual is integrated with its 
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visible objective counterpart. And how comfortless is the thought 
that the sickness of the normal does not necessarily imply as its 
opposite the health of the sick, but that the latter usually only 
present, in a different way, the same disastrous pattern. 
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This side of the pleasure principle. - The repressive traits in Freud 
have nothing to do with the want of human warmth that business
like revisionists point to in the strict theory of sexuality. Professional 
warmth, for the sake of profit, fabricates closeness and immediacy 
where people are worlds apart. It deceives its victim by affirming 
in his weakness the way of the world which made him so, and it 
wrongs him in the degree that it deviates from truth. If Freud was 
deficient in such human sympathy, he would in this at least be in 
the company of the critics of political economy, which is better 
than that of Tagore or W erfel.1 The fatality was rather that, in the 
teeth of bourgeois ideology, he tracked down conscious actions 
materialistically to their unconscious instinctual basis, but at the 
same time concurred with the bourgeois contempt of instinct which 
is itself a product of precisely the rationalizations that he dis
mantled. He explicitly aligns himself, in the words of the Introduc
tory Lectures, with 'the general evaluation . . . which places social 
goals higher than the fundamentally selfish sexual ones'. As a 
specialist in psychology, he takes over the antithesis of social and 
egoistic, statically, without testing it. He no more discerns in it the 
work of repressive society than the trace of the disastrous mechan
isms that he has himself described. Or rather, he vacillates, devoid 
of theory and swaying with prejudice, between negating the renun
ciation of instinct as repression contrary to reality, and applauding 
it as sublimation beneficial to culture. In this contradiction some
thing of the Janus-character of culture exists objectively, and no 
amount of praise for healthy sensuality can wish it away. In Freud, 
however, it leads to a devaluation of the critical standard that 
decides the goal of analysis. Freud's unenlightened enlightenment 
plays into the hands of bourgeois disillusion. As a late opponent of 

1. Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941): Bengali poet and philosopher of 
mystical populist inclinations. Franz Werfel (1890-1945): Austrian writer of 
religious-humanitarian pathos. ' 
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hypocrisy, he stands ambivalently between desire for the open 
emancipation of the oppressed, and apology for open oppression. 
Reason is for him a mere superstructure, not - as official philosophy 
maintains - on account of his psychologism, which has penetrated 
deeply enough into the historical moment of truth, but rather 
because he rejects the end, remote to meaning, impervious to reason, 
which alone could prove the means, reason, to be reasonable: 
pleasure. Once this has been disparagingly consigned to the reper
toire of tricks for preserving the species, and so itself exposed as a 
cunning form of reason, without consideration of that moment in 
pleasure which transcends subservience to nature, ratio is degraded 
to rationalization. Truth is abandoned to relativity and people to 
power. He alone who could situate utopia in blind somatic pleasure, 
which, satisfying the ultimate intention, is intentionless, has a stable 
and valid idea of truth. In Freud's work, however, the dual hostility 
towards mind and pleasure, whose common root psycho-analysis 
has given us the means for discovering, is unintentionally repro
duced. The place in the Future of an Illusion where, with the worth
less wisdom of a hard-boiled old gentleman, he quotes the com
mercial-traveller's dictum about leaving heaven to the angels and 
the sparrows,1 should be set beside the pa$sage in the Lecture.r where 
he damns in pious horror the perverse practices of pleasure-loving 
society. Those who feel equal revulsion for pleasure and paradise 
are indeed best suited to serve as objects: the empty, mechanized 
quality observable in so many who have undergone successful 
analysis is to be entered to the account not only of their illness but 
also of their cure, which dislocates what it liberates. The thera
peutically much-lauded transference, the breaking of which is not 
for nothing the crux of analytic treatment, the artificially contrived 
situation where the subject performs, voluntarily and calamitously, 
the annulment of the self which was once brought about involun
tarily and beneficially by erotic self-abandonment, is already 
the pattern of the reflex-dominated, follow-my-leader behaviour 
which liquidates, together with all intellect, the analysts who have 
betrayed it. 

1. Allusion to Heine's poem Deutsch/and. Ein Wintermiirchen, see The 
Future of an Illusion (London, 1970, p. 46). 



belief that from the figures of the unreal one day, in spite of all, real 
deliverance will come. 
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I ntellectus sacrificium intellectus .1 - The assumption that thought 
profits from the decay of the emotions, or even that it remains 
unaffected, is itself an expression of the process of stupefaction. 
The social division of labour recoils on man, however much it may 
expedite the task exacted from him. The faculties, having developed 
through interaction, atrophy once they are severed from each 
other. Nietzsche,s aphorism, that 'the degree and kind of a man,s 
sexuality extends to the highest pinnacle of his spirit,, has a more 
than merely psychological application. Because even its remotest 
objectifications are nourished by impulses, thought destroys in the 
latter the condition of its own existence. Is not memory inseparable 
from love, which seeks to preserve what yet must pass away? Is 
not each stirring of fantasy engendered by desire which, in dis
placing the elements of what exists, transcends it without betrayal? 
Is not indeed the simplest perception shaped by fear of the thing 
perceived, or desire for it? It is true that the objective meaning of 
knowledge has, with the objectification of the world, become pro
gressively detached from the underlying impulses; it is equally true 
that knowledge breaks down where its effort of objectification 
remains under the sway of desire. But if the impulses are not at 
once preserved and surpassed in the thought which has escaped 
their sway, then there will be no knowledge at all, and the 
thought that murders the wish that fathered it will be overtaken by 
the revenge of stupidity. Memory is tabooed as unpredictable, 
unreliable, irrational. The resulting intellectual asthma, which cul
minates in the dissolution of the historical dimension of conscious
ness, leads directly to a depreciation of the synthetic apperception 
which, according to Kant, cannot be divorced from 'reproduction 
in imagination', from recollection. Fantasy alone, today consigned 
to the realm of the unconscious and proscribed from knowledge as 
a childish, injudicious rudiment, can establish that relation between 
objects which is the irrevocable source of all judgement: should 

1. Play on the Jesuit maxim Dei sacrificium intellectus, expressed by Loyola: 
•To subordinate the intellect to obedience is to offer the highest sacrifice to 
God.' 
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fantasy be driven out, judgement too, the real act of knowledge, is 
exorcised. But the castration of perception by a court of control 
that denies it any anticipatory desire, forces it thereby into a pattern 
of helplessly reiterating what is already known. When nothing 
more may actually be seen, the intellect is sacrificed. Just as, under 
the primacy of the autonomous production process, the purpose 
of reason dwindles away until it sinks into the fetishism of itself 
and of external power, so reason itself is reduced to an instrument 
and assimilated to its functionaries, whose power of thought serves 
only the purpose of preventing thought. Once the last trace of 
emotion has been eradicated, nothing remains of thought but 
absolute tautology. The utterly pure reason of those who have 
divested themselves entirely of the ability 'to conceive of an object 
even in its absence', converges with pure unconsciousness, with 
feeble-mindedness in the most literal sense, for measured against the 
extravagantly realistic ideal of a datum freed of any categories, all 
knowledge is false, and true only where the question of truth or 
falsity cannot be applied. That such tendencies are far advanced 
can be seen at every turn in the activities of science, which is on the 
point of bringing the last remnants of the world, defenceless ruins, 
under its yoke. 
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Diagnosis. - That the world has by now become the system that 
National Socialist vilification mistakenly took the lax Weimar 
Republic to be, is evident in the pre-established harmony between 
institutions and those they serve. A breed of men has secretly 
grown up that hungers for the compulsion and restriction imposed 
by the absurd persistence of domination. These people, however, 
aided and abetted by the objective social framework, have by 
degrees themselves taken over the functions which ought by right, 
against the pre-established harmony, to represent dissonance. 
Among the many that have been quashed is the saying 'Pressure 
produces counter-pre5sure,: if the former increases sufficiently, the 
latter disappears, and society seems intent, by a deathly elimination 
of tensions, on making a noteworthy contribution to entropy. The 
scientific industry has its exact counterpart in the kind of minds it 
harnesses: they no longer need to do themselves any violence in 
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becoming their own voluntary and zealous overseers. Even if they 
show themselves, outside their official capacity, to be quite human 
and sensible beings, they are paralysed by pathic stupidity the 
moment they begin to think professionally. But far from finding 
anything inimical in the prohibitions on thinking, the candidates -
and all scientists are candidates for posts - feel relieved. Because 
thinking burdens them with a subjective responsibility which their 
objective position in the produ~tive process does not allow them 
to meet, they renounce it, shiver a bit, and run to join their oppo
nents. Dislike of thinking rapidly becomes incapacity for it: people 
who can effortlessly discover the most sophisticated statistical 
objections when it is a question of sabotaging a piece of knowledge, 
are unable to make ex cathedra the simplest predictions. They hit 
out at speculation and in it kill common sense. The more intelligent 
of them suspect the sickness of their intellectual powers, since it 
first appears not universally but in the organs whose services they 
sell. Many wait in fear and shame for their defect to be discovered. 
But they all find it publicly acclaimed as a moral achievement, and 
see themselves recognized for a scientific asceticism which to them 
is none, but the secret contour of their weakness. Their rancour 
is socially rationalized with the argument: thinking is unscientific. 
At the same time, their mental power has, in a number of dimen
sions, been prodigiously increased by control mechanisms. The 
collective stupidity of research technicians is not simply an absence 
or regression of intellectual faculties, but a proliferation of the 
thinking faculty itself, which consumes thought with its own 
strength. The masochistic malice of young intellectuals springs 
from the malignance of their disease. 
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Great and small. - One of the disastrous transferences from the 
field of economic planning to that of theory, which is no longer 
really distinguished from the ground-plan of the whole, is the 
belief that intellectual work can be administered according to the 
criterion whether an occupation is necessary and reasonable. 
Priorities of urgency are established. But to deprive thought of 
the moment of spontaneity is to annul precisely its necessity. It is 
reduced to replaceable, exchangeable dispositions. As in war 

economies orders of precedence are decided for the distribution of 
raw materials, for the production of this or that type of weapon, a 
hierarchy of importance is creeping into theory-formation which 
gives preference to either particularly topical or particularly rele
vant themes, and discriminates against, or indulgently tolerates, 
anything non-essential, letting it pass as ornamentation of the basic 
facts, finesse. The concept of relevance is determined by organiz
ational considerations, that of topicality measured by the most 
powerful objective tendency of the moment. This schematization 
into important and subsidiary categories follows the scale of values 
of prevalent practice with regard to form, even if contradicting it 
in content. In the origins of progressive philosophy, in Bacon and 
Descartes, the cult of the important is already contained. Yet in the 
end this cult shows an unfree, regressive quality. Importance is 
represented by the dog out on a walk: at some unexplained spot he 
stands and sniffs, tense, unyielding, earnestly displeased - and then 
relieves himself, scrapes the ground with his feet and trots on his 
way in unconcern. In primitive times life and death may have 
depended on such things; after thousands of years of domestication 
they have become an unreal ritual. Who can help being reminded 
of them when observing a s~rious committee weighing the urgency 
of problems before turning over the carefully defined and time
tabled tasks to the attentions of their colleagues~ There is some
thing of this anachronistic doggedness in all importance, and to 
use it as a criterion of thought is to impose on thought a spellbound 
fixity, and a loss of self-reflection. The great themes are nothing 
other than primeval rumblings which cause the animal to pause 
and try to bring them forth once again. This -does not mean that 
the hierarchy of importance should be ignored. Just as its narrow
mindedness reflects that of the system, so it is saturated with all the 
latter's force and stringency. Thought ought not, however, to 
repeat this hierarchy, but by completing, end it. The division of 
the world into important and unimportant matters, which has 
always served to neutralize the key .phenomena of social injustice 
as mere exceptions, should be followed up to the point where it is 
convicted of its own .untruth. The division which makes everything 
objects must itself become an object of thought, instead of guiding 
it. The large themes will then also make their appearance, though 
hardly in the traditional 'thematic' sense, but refractedly and 
eccentrically. · Philosophy retained the barbarism of immediate 



indeed be practicable with moving photography and sound
recording, the result would be a construction alien to the visual 
habits of the audience, diffuse, unarticulated outwards. Radical 
naturalism, to which the technique of film lends itself, would dis
solve all surface coherence of meaning and finish up as the antithesis 
of familiar realism. The film would turn into an associative stream 
of images, deriving its form from their pure, im~anent construc
tion. Yet if, for commercial reasons, or even with some disinterested 
intention, it strives to choose words and gestures in a way that 
relates them to an idea conferring meaning, this perhaps inevitable 
attempt finds itself in equally inevitable contradiction with the pre
supposition of naturalism. The less dense reproduction of reality in 
naturalist literature left room for intentions: in the unbroken dupli
cation achieved by the technical apparatus of film every intention, 
even that of truth, bec.omes a lie. The word that is intended to 
impress on the audience the character of the speaker or even the 
meaning of the whole, sounds, compared to the literal fidelity of its 
reproduction, 'unnatural'. It justifies the world as having been itself 
similarly meaningful, before the first deliberate fraud, the first real 
distortion was committed. No-one talks, no-one moves like this, 

. whereas the film unceasingly urges that everyone does. One is 
trapped: conformism is produced a priori by meaning in itself, no 
matter what the concrete meaning may be, while it is only by mean
ing something · that conformism, the respectful reiteration of the 
factual, could be shaken. True intentions would only be possible by 
renouncing intention. That this and realism are incompatible, that 
synthesis becomes a lie, stems from the concept of significance. It is 
ambiguous. It refers without distinction to the organization of the 
subject matter as such and to its communication to the audience. 
This ambiguity is, however, no accident. Significance designates 
the point of equilibrium between reason and communication. It is 
both right, in that the objective figure, the realized expression, turns 
outward from itself and speaks, and wrong, in that the figure is 
corrupted by counting in the interlocutor. Every artistic and even 
theoretical work must show itself able to meet the danger of such 
ambiguity. Significant form, however esoteric, makes concessions to 
consumption; lack of significance is dilettantism by its immanent 
criteria. Quality is decided by the depth at which the work incor
porates the alternatives within itself, and so masters them. 
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All the world's not a stage. - The coming extinction of art is pre
figured in the increasing impossibility of representing historical 
events. That there is no adequate drama about Fascism is not due 
to lack of talent; talent is withering through the insolubility of the 
writer's most urgent task. He has to choose between two principles, 
both equally inappropriate to the subject: psychology and infan
tilism. The former, now aesthetically obsolete, has been used by 
significant artists only as a trick and with a bad conscience, since 
modern drama came to see its object in politics. In his preface to 
Piesco Schiller argues: 'If it is true that only emotion arouses 
emotion, the political hero must, it seems to me, be an unsuitable 
subject for the stage to the same extent that he is obliged to neglect 
the man in order to be the political hero. It was not my intention to 
give my plot the living glow which is the pure product of enthu
siasm, but to spin the cold, sterile drama of state from the human 
heart, and so to connect it again to the human heart - to involve the 
man through his statesman's intelligence - and to draw human 
situations from an ingenious intrigue - that was my intention. Also, 
my relation to the ordinary world made me more familiar with the 
heart than with the council-chamber, and perhaps this very political 
weakness has become a poetic strength.' Perhaps not. The connec
tion of alienated history to the human heart was already in Schiller's 
case a pretext for justifying the inhumanity of history as humanly 
comprehensible, and was given the lie whenever his technique 
equated the 'man' and the 'statesman's intelligence', as in the bur
lesque and fortuitous murder of Leonore by the betrayer of his 
own conspiracy. The tendency towards aesthetic re-privatization 
pulls the ground from under art in its attempt to conserve human
ism. The cabals of Schiller's too-well constructed plays are impotent 
auxiliary constructions straddling the passions of the characters and 
a social and political reality already incommensurable with them, 
no longer comprehensible in terms of human motivations. Recently 
this has taken the form of a trashy biographical literature eager to 
bring the famous humanly closer to the humble reader. The same 
urge towards false humanization underlies the calculated re-intro
duction of plot, of action as a coherent meaning harmoniously 
performed. On the presuppositions of photographic realism this 
would not be tenable in film. In arbitrarily reinstating it, the 

143 



cinema has disregarded the experience of the great novels on which 
it parasitically lives; they derived their meaning precisely from the 
dissolution of coherent meaning. 

To clear all this aside, however, and to seek to portray the 
political scene as abstract and extra-human, excluding the deceptive 
mediations of the psychological, is to do no better. For it is just 
the essential abstractness of what really happens which rebuts the 
aesthetic image. To make this abstractness expressible at all, the 
writer is forced to translate it info a kind of children's fanguage, 
into archetypes, and so a second time to 'bring it home', no longer 
to the emotions but to those check-points in comprehension_ which 
precede even the constitution of language, and cannot be side
stepped even by epic theatre. The appeal to these authorities is in 
itself a formal sanction of the subject's dissolution in collective 
soci~ty. The object, however, is scarcely less falsified by such trans
lation than would be a religious war by its deduction from the 
erotic needs of a queen. For as infantile as today's simplistic drama 
are the very people whose portrayal it abjures. Yet the political 
economy that it takes upon itself to portray instead, if it remains in 
principle unchanged, in each of its moments is so differentiated 
and advanced, as to exclude schematic parables. To present pro
cesses within large-scale industry as transactions between crooked 
vegetable dealers suffices for a momentary shock-effect, but not for 
dialectical theatre. The illustration of late capitalism by images 
from the agrarian or criminal registers does not permit the mons
trosity of modern society to emerge in full clarity from the complex 
phenomena masking it. Rather, the unconcern for the phenomena, 
which ought themselves to be derived visibly from their essence, 
distorts the essence. It harmlessly interprets the seizure of power 
on the highest level as the machination of rackets outside society, 
not as the coming-to-itself of society as such.1 The impossibility of 
portraying Fascism springs from the fact that in it, as in its con
templation, subjective freedom no longer exists. Total unfreedom 
can be recognized, but not represented. Where freedom occurs as a 
motif in political narratives today, as in the praise of heroic resis
tance, it has the embarrassing quality of impotent reassurance. The 
outcome always appears decided in advance by-high politics, and 

1. This passage is a criticism of Brecht's p1ay The Resistihle Rise of Arturo 
Ui. Adorno later developed this critique of Brecht's theatre in his essay 
entitled Engagement in Noten Zur Literatur Ill, Frankfurt 1965, pp. 109-35. 
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freedom is manifested only ideologically, as talk about freedom, in 
stereotyped declamations, not in hu~anly commensurable actions. 
Art is least to be saved by stuffing the extinct subject like a museum 
piece, and the object, the purely inhuman, which alone is worthy of 
art today, escapes its reach at once by excess and inhumanity. 

Damper and drum. - Taste is the most accurate seismo ra h of 
historical ex erience. n -1 e a most a ot er faculties, it is even 

e o register its own behaviour. Reacting against itself, it recog .. 
nizes its own ac o taste. rtists who repel or shock, spokesmen 
of unbridled cruelty, are governed, in their idiosyncrasy, by taste; 
the cultivation of a fine sensibility, the domain of nervous neo
romantics, is as patently coarse and unfeeling, even to its pro
tagonists, as is Rilke's line: 'For poverty's a great glow from within. 
.• .' The delicate shudder, the pathos of being different, are now 
no more than stock masks in the cult of oppression. It is precisely 
the nerves most highly-developed aesthetically that now find self
righteous aestheticism intolerable. The individual is so thoroughly 
historical that he is able, with the fine filigree of his late bourgeois 
organization, to rebel against the fine filigree of late bourgeois 
organization. In repugnance f~r all artistic subjectivism, for ex
pression and exaltation, the flesh creeps at the lack of historical 
tact, just as subjectivity itself earlier flinched from bourgeois con
ventions. Even the rejection of mimesis, the deepest concern of the 
new matter-of-factness in art, is mimetic. Judgement on subjective 
expression is not passed from outside, in political and social reflec
tion, but within immediate impulses, every one of which, shamed in 
face of the culture industry, averts its eyes from its mirror image. 
Heading the list is the proscription of erotic pathos, evinced no less 
by the shift of lyrical accents than by the collective ban on sexuality ✓-
in Kafka's works. In art since Expressionism the prostitute has 
become a key figure, though in reality she is dying out, since it ii 
only by portrayal .of figures devoid of shame that sex can now be 
handled without aesthetic c~ ta'SS c 1 p mens m 

e eepest eves o our reaction have brought about the decay of 
art in its individualistic form, without a collective form being 
possible. It is beyond the faith and independence of the individual 
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unassimilable. In contemporary consciousness, however, the truth 
and untruth of its dignity are done with, not because of other
wordly hopes, but in face of the hopeless debility of the here-and
now. 'The modern world', the radical catholic Charles Peguy noted 
as early as 1907, 'has succeeded in debasing what is perhaps the 
most difficult thing in the world to debase, because this thing has in 
it, as if in its very texture, a particular kind of dignity, a singular 
incapacity to be debased: it deb~ses death.' 1 If the individual whom 
death annihilates is himself nothing, bereft of self-command and 
of his own being, then the annihilating power becomes also nothing, . 
as if in a facetious application of Heidegger's formula of the nothing 
that nihilates. The radical replaceability of the individual makes his 
death practically- and in utter contempt - revocable, as it was once 
conceived to be with paradoxical pathos by Christianity. But as a 
'negligible quantity' death is entirely assimilated. For every person, 
with all his functions, society has a stand-in ready, to whom the 
former is in any case no more than an intrusive occupier of his work
place, a candidate for death. So the experience of death is turned 
into that of the exchange of functionaries, and anything in the 
natural relationship to death that is not wholly absorbed into the 
social one is turned over to hygiene. In being seen as no more than 
the exit of a living creature from the social combine, death has been 
finally domesticated: dying merely confirms the absolute irrelevance 
of the natural organism in face of the social absolute. If the culture 
industry anywhere bears witness to the changes in the organic com
position of society, it is in the scarcely veiled admission of this state 
of affairs. Under its lens death begins to be comic. Certainly, the 
laughter that greets it in a certain genre of production is ambiguous. 
It still announces fear of the amorphous thing under the net that 
society has woven over the whole of nature. But the webbing is so 
thick and dense that remembrance of nature's uncovered state 
seems childish, sentimental. After the breakdown of the detective 
story in the books of Edgar Wallace, which seemed by their less 
rational construction, their unsolved riddles and their crude exag
geration to ridicule their readers, and. yet in so doing magnificently 
anticipated the collective imago of total terror, the type of the mur
der comedy has come into being. While· continuing to claim to 
make fun of a bogus awe, it demolishes the images of death. It 
presents the corpse as what it has become, a stage prop. It still looks 

J. Men and Saints, New York 1944, p. 98. 
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human and is yet a thing, as in the film 'A Slight Case of Murder', 
where corpses are continuously transported to and fro, allegories 
of what they already are. Comedy savours to the full the false 
abolition of death that Kafka had long before described in panic in 
the story of Gracchus the hunter: for the same reason, no doubt, 
music too is starting to become· comic. What the National Socialists 
perpetrated against millions of people, the parading and patterning 
of the living like dead matter, then the mass-production and cost
cutting of death, threw its prefiguring shadow on those who felt 
moved to chortle over corpses. What is decisive is the absorption 
of biological destruction by conscious social will. Only a humanity 
to whom death has become as indifferent as its members, that has 
itself died, can inflict it administratively on innumerable people. 
Rilke's prayer for 'one's own death' is a piteous attempt to conceal 
the fact that nowadays people merely snuff out. 
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Don't exaggerate. - Criticism of tendencies in modern society is 
automatically countered, before it is fully uttered, by the argument 
that things have always been like this. Excitement - so promptly 
resisted - merely shows want of insight into the invariability of 
history, an unreasonableness proudly diagnosed by all as hysteria. 
The accuser is further informed that the motive of his attack is 
self-aggrandizement, a desire for special privileges, whereas the 
grounds for his indignation are common knowledge, trivial, so 
that no-one can be expected to waste his interest on them. The 
obviousness of disaster becomes an asset to its apologists - what 
everyone knows no-one need say - and under cover of silence is 
allowed to proceed unopposed. Assent is given to what has been 
drummed into people's heads by philosophy of every hue: that 
whatever has the persistent momentum of existence on its side is 
thereby proved right. One need only be discontented to be at once 
suspect as a world reformer. Connivance.makes use of the trick of 
attributing to its opponent a reac;tionary and untenable theory of 
decline - for is not horror indeed perennial? - in order by the 
alleged error in his thinking to discredit his concrete insight into 
the negative, and to blacken him who remonstrates against darkness 
as an obfuscator, But even if things have always been so, although 
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neither Timur nor Genghis Khan nor the English colonial adminis
tration in India systematically burst the lungs of millions of people 
with gas, the eternity of horror nevertheless manifests itself in the 
fact that each of its new forms outdoes the old. What is constant is 
not an invariable quantity of suffering, but its progress towards 
hell: that is the meaning of the thesis of the intensification of anta
gonisms. Any other would be innocuous and would give way to 
conciliatory phrases, abandoni~g the qualitative leap. He who 
registers the death-camps as a technical mishap in civilization's 
triumphal procession, the martyrdom of the Jews as world-his
torically irrelevant, not only falls short of the dialectical vision but 
reverses the meaning of his own politics: to hold ultimate calamity 
in check. Not only in the development of forces of production hut 
also in the increasing pressure of domination does quantity change 
into quality. If the Jews as a group are eradicated while society 
continues to reproduce the life of the workers, then the argument 
that the former were bourgeois and their fate unimportant for the 
great dynamic of history, becomes economic sophistry, even in so 
far as mass-murder is indeed explicable by the falling rate of profit. 
Horror consists in its always remaining the same - the persistence 
of 'pre-history' - but is realized as constantly different, unforeseen, 
exceeding all expectation, the faithful shadow of developing pro
ductive forces. The same duality defines violence as Marx demon
strated in material production: 'There are characteristics which all 
stages of production have in common, and which are established as 
general ones by the mind; but the so-called general pre-wnditions of 
all production are nothing more than ... abstract moments with 
which no real historical stage of production can be grasped.' 1 In 
other words, to abstract out historically unchanged elements is not 
to observe neutral scientific objectivity, but to spread, even when 
correct, a smoke-screen behind which whatever is tangible and 
therefore assailable is lost to sight. Precisely this the apologists will 
not admit. On one hand they rave about the derniere nouveaute and 
on the other they deny the infernal machine that is history. Ausch
witz cannot be brought into analogy with the destruction of the 
Greek city-srates as a mere gradual increase in horror, before which 
one can preserve tranquillity of mind. Certainly, the unprecedented 
torture and humiliation of those abducted in cattJe ... truc~s does shed 
a deathly--livid light on the most distant past, in whose mindless, 

1 . Marx, Grundrisse, Harmondsworth 1973, p. 88. 
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planless violence the scierttifically confected was already teleolo
gically latent. The identity lies in the non-identity, in what, not 
having yet come to pass, denounces what has. The statement that 
things are always the same is false in its immediateness, and true 
only when introduced into the dynamics of totality. He who 
relinquishes awareness of the growth of horror not merely succumbs 
to cold-hearted contemplation, but fails to perceive, together with 
the specific difference between the newest and that preceding it, the 
true identity of the whole, of terror without end. 

z5o 

Late extra • ..... In central passages of Poe and Baudelaire the concept 
of newness emerges. In the former, in the description of the mael
strom and the shudder it inspires - equated with 'the novel' - of 
which none of the traditional reports is said to give an adequate 
idea; in the latter, in the last line of the cycle La Mort, which chooses 
the plunge into the abyss, no matter whether hell or heaven, 'au fond 
de l' inconnu pour trouver du nouYeau' [in the depths of the unknown 
to find the new]. In both cases it is an unknown threat that the 
subject embraces and which, in a dizzy reversal, promises joy. The 
new, a blank place in consciousness, awaited as if with shut eyes, 
seems the formula by means of which a stimulus is extracted from 
dread and despair. It makes evil flower. But its bare contour is a 
cryptogram for the most unequivocal reaction. It circumscribes 
the precise reply given by the subject to a world that has turned 
abstract, the industrial age. The cult of the new, and thus the idea 
of mo~ernity, is a rebellion against the fact that there is no longer 
anythirtg new. The never-changing quality of machine-produced 
goods, the lattice of socialization that enmeshes and assimilates 
equally objects and the view of them, converts everything en
countered into what always was, a fortuitous specimen of a species, 
the doppel-giinger of a model. The layer of unpremeditatedness, 
freedom from intentions, on which alone intentions flourish, seems 
consumed. Of it the idea of newness dreams. Itself unattainable, 
newrtess installs itself in the place of overthrown divinity amidst 
the first consciousness of the decay of experience. But its concept 
remains chained to that sick

1

ness, as its abstraction attests, im
potently reaching for a receding concreteness. For a 'pre-history of 
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