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óThe great socialist project - the dream of handing power over to the people - 

is being realized in front of our eyes. It is being realized not by the disciples 

of communism, but by the preachers of free enterprise and market capitalism. 

None of this has anything to do with politics. We are simply talking about the 

logical consequences of the forces of funk.ô (Ridderstrªle & Nordstrßm 1994)

 

óOne could say that the heraldic motto of post-fordism is, rightfully, ñpolitics 

above all.ò After all, what else could the discourse of ñtotal qualityò mean, if not 

a request to surrender to production a taste for action, the capacity to face the 

possible and the unforeseen, the capacity to communicate something new?ô 

(Virno 2004: 63)

After the publication of Dialectic of Enlightenment (1979 [1947]), Adorno 

revisited the relation between culture and means-ends rationality which had 

provided the practical subjective side of the notion of óculture industryô, in order 

to see if things were really as bad as he and Horkheimer had originally thought. 

In this second attempt Adorno emphasises the conþ ict between bureaucratic and 

administrative rationality, as described by Max Weber in Economy and Society 

(1979), and autonomous aesthetic judgment described by Immanuel Kant in 

The Critique of Judgment (1987 [1790]), at the expense of the conþ ict between 

the Taylorisation of industrial production and everyday life and the ótribunal of 

pure reasonô imagined by Kant in The Critique of Pure Reason (1929), which 
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organised the themes of the earlier text. In doing so Adorno found more room 

for manoeuvre. The essay begins with the startling statement that ówhoever 

speaks of culture speaks of administration as well, whether that is his intention 

or notô (1991: 93). Adorno makes this claim as a way of explaining the underlying 

reality of a situation in which culture has become the common denominator of 

everything. This is a consequence of the triumph of administrative rule for which 

culture functions as a general equivalence, and through which everything can be 

arranged, assembled, distributed and evaluated. These circumstances are not 

met with Adornoôs rigorous negative dialectic but instead offer the opportunity 

for a more pragmatic response because: 

óIt is neither possible to accept uncritically the concept of culture, long 

permeated by ideas of departmentalisation, nor to continue to shake oneôs 

head conservatively about what is being done to culture in the age of integral 

organisation.ô (1991: 94) 

Adornoôs optimism stems from the fact that administrative rationality necessarily 

establishes its own limits in order to secure the conditions of action. These limits, 

while not exterior to the exercise of administrative rule, provide opportunities for 

action which are not immediately subsumed by administration and which serve 

to advance the interest of culture in its own autonomy. Although the Weberian 

destiny of bureaucratic expansion entailed that administration had become an 

autonomous end in itself, the growth of specialists in administration required 

that administrative domination was exercised over substantive areas in which 

administration possessed no particular knowledge or competence. Not only does 

this involve the disruption of an objective link between means and ends that 

administration seeks to implement, but also the emergence of a bureaucratic 

nightmare in the form of a conþict between óthe sacrosanct irrationality of 

cultureô and its conditions. For Adorno the situation is encapsulated in the 

following antinomian structure:

óThe demand made by administration on culture is essentially heteronymous: 

culture - no matter what form it takes - is to be measured by norms not inherent 

to it and which have nothing to do with the quality of the object, but rather with 

some types of abstract standards imposed from without, while at the same time 

the administrative instance - according to its own prescriptions and nature - 

must for the most part refuse to become involved in questions of immanent 

quality with regard to the truth of the thing itself or its objective bases in general.ô 

(1991: 98)

Instead of trying to resolve this antinomy through an antagonism which would 

afýrm the autonomy of culture against administrative domination, and in which, 

it must be said, culture would be beaten easily, Adorno suggests that culture 

should become enlightened and self-consciously grasp the antinomy as a basis 

for action. Doing so entails rejecting the desire for emancipation from material 

conditions as this only leads to disavowal and neutralisation, and rejecting 

the belief that artistic content, especially when it means the denunciation of 

everything institutional and ofýcial, constitutes a vanguard movement against 

administration from a position radically exterior to it. Such ómanifestations 

of extreme artistryô are easily tolerated. Instead, Adorno suggests that 

administration is not necessarily bad, and that any bad can be weighed against 

the good through which administration provides the conditions for culture as 

a collective endeavour. This is regulated by bureaucratic principles of equity 

preventing arbitrariness, nepotism, blind control, favouritism and other forms 

of corruption. On this basis the antinomy of culture and administration could be 

mediated by cultural experts who would decide on the conþicting requirements 

of the system and the object under a duty to óuphold the interests of the public 

against the public itselfô. By creating ócentres of freedomô in this way a non-

reiýed óspontaneous consciousnessô can intervene and alter the function of 

administration and encourage a difference and divergence from the requirements 

of the system. Adorno condensed this position in the slogan, óthe planning of the 

non-plannedô.

For Adorno, culture is subsumed under the logic of strategic-relational political 

action; a concept derived by combining Gramsciôs distinction between ówar of 

positionô and ówar of movementô in order to establish an underlying common 
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