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The interaction between culture and economy was famously explored by Theodor 

Adorno and Max Horkheimer by the term óKulturindustrieô (The Culture Industry) 

to describe the production of mass culture and power relations between capitalist 

producers and mass consumers (1997 [1947]). Their account is a bleak one, but 

one that appears to hold continuing relevance, despite being written in 1944. 

Today, the pervasiveness of network technologies has contributed to the further 

erosion of the rigid boundaries between high art, mass culture and the economy, 

resulting in new kinds of cultural production charged with contradictions. On 

the one hand, the culture industry appears to allow for resistant strategies using 

digital technologies, but on the other it operates in the service of capital in ever 

more complex ways. This publication, the ý rst in the DATA browser series,1 uses 

the concept of the culture industry as a point of departure, and tests its currency 

under new conditions.

It has become an orthodoxy to think of culture and economy as operating 

together in a very general sense - blatantly expressed in arts & business funding 

opportunities for cultural activity, as well as in so-called óenterprise cultureô. 

There is perhaps a confusion here over the use of the term óculture industryô and 

its relationship to other contemporary deý nitions, like the ócreative industriesô 

of neo-liberal cultural policy - in which culture is linked to a cynical regeneration 

of capital through cultural populism, cultural policy and management, enacted 

by óculturepreneursô. The way in which Adorno and Horkheimer use the term 
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is explained in Adornoôs subsequent essay óThe Culture Industry Reconsideredô 

(1991 [1967]):

óIn our drafts we spoke of ñmass cultureò. We replaced that expression with 

ñculture industryò in order to exclude from the outset the interpretation 

agreeable to its advocates: that it is a matter of something like a culture that 

arises spontaneously from the masses themselves, the contemporary form of 

popular art. From the latter the culture industry must be distinguished in the 

extreme.ô (Adorno 1991: 85)

The problem with the term mass culture was simply that it was not democratic 

enough, and technology contributed to this effect. They explain:

óInterested parties explain the culture industry in technological terms. It is 

alleged that because millions participate in it, certain reproduction processes 

are necessary that inevitably require identical needs in innumerable places to be 

satisýed with identical goods. The technical contrast between the few production 

centres and the large number of widely dispersed consumption points is said 

to demand organization and planning by management. Furthermore, it is 

claimed that standards were based in the ýrst place on consumerôs needs, and 

for that reason were accepted with so little resistance. The result is the circle of 

manipulation and retroactive need in which the unity of the system grows ever 

stronger. No mention is made of the fact that the basis on which technology 

acquires power over society is the power of those whose economic hold over 

society is the greatest. A technological rationale is the rationale of domination 

itself.ô (1997: 121)

A capitalist deployment of technology serves mass deception. Is it simply that 

digital technology extends what Adorno and Horkheimer call a órationale of 

dominanceô? T0 them, domination was expressed in forms other than simply 

economic ones, and might be traced back to the early development of science 

and technology. Thus, even Marxism was cast in the Enlightenment tradition 

and a legitimate target for critical theory. The issue for the Frankfurt School was 

that tendencies in the Enlightenment had inþuenced the rise of instrumental, 

subjective reason - and with this, had produced its own myth. Other more 

dynamic, contradictory explanations were largely dismissed as unscientiýc 

and mythic. They proposed that instrumental reason, tied to technological 

domination, be replaced with ócynical reasonô.2

In the context of technological change, Adorno and Benjamin famously disagreed 

on the consequences of the destruction of óauraô of the artwork in this respect. 

Whilst Benjamin expressed the positive aspects of this shift, Adorno expressed 

more negatively that standardisation and pseudo-individuality would ensue. 

óThe Culture Industryô essay expressed this tendency in more detail, reþecting 

their associated worries of the integrative power and levelling tendencies of 

mass culture. However, and importantly, this was no defence of high culture 

as such, nor a reactionary attack of popular culture but a recognition of the 

breakdown of the distinction, and a means to reveal material conditions and 

social contradictions - somewhat demonstrating Adorno and Horkheimerôs 

disdain for populism. 

What do we mean by the óculture industryô now? This book presents a collection 

of essays and practices that tackle these issues under current conditions with 

respect to a number of contradictory relationships: between culture and the 

political economy, between producers and consumers, and between standardised 

objects and subjects. The book aims to highlight these contradictions, and in 

this way suggest that critical activities might further reveal unresolved tensions 

through a number of tactics: from negation to de-realisation to tactical media. 

The question remains as to the effectiveness of these strategies and to the ways in 

which cultural practices that utilise the techniques and networked technologies 

of dominance, and indeed culture in general, are further recuperated. The term 

itself, óThe Culture Industryô remains a contradiction in terms with the cultural 

aspects of economics and the economics of culture ever more entangled. In this 

collection of essays, we point to some of these productive contradictions.
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