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l 
ON THE FETISH CHARACTER IN 
MUSIC AND THE REGRESSION 

OF LISTENING 

Complamts about the dechne of musical taste begin only a little later 
thau rn;rnkind's Lwofr1ld discuvcry, un the tlm:shlwld of historic,d 
time, that music represents at once the immediate manifestation of 
impulse and the locus of its taming. It stirs up the dance of the Maenads 
JJHi smrnds from Pan's bewitching A11te, hut it ;iJso rrngs 0111 fmm the 
Orphic lyre, around which the visions of violence range themselves, 
p<tCificd w·hclll'VCr tlll'H \ll'dCl' Scelll.'> [U ht: disturbed Jiacchaulic 
agitation, there is talk of the dechne of taste. But if the disciplining 
fi.mctiou of music !us becu handed down since Greek philosophy as a 
major good, then certainly the press11re to lw permittecl tn obey mnsic 
ally, as elsewhere, is today more general than ever. Just as the current 
nmsical o>uscwu.-;uess of the massc.·s can scarcely ht: calkd Diouy.-;iJ11, 
so its latest changes have nothing to do with taste. The concept of taste 
l.'> itself outmoded. Respomible art adJUSls itself to criteria which 
approximate j11dgemeuts: the harmoino11s and the inharmnnio11s, the 
correct and incorrect. But otherwise, no more choices are made; the 
question is no longer pul, and no one rlemauds the s11hjcctive jllStifir<t 
tion of the conventions. The very existence of the subject who could 
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venf}· such taste has become as questionable as has, at the opposite 
pole. the right to J freer1orn of choke which empirically, in any cJse, 
no one any longer exercises. If one seeks to find out who 'likes' a 
co11ur1erci,d piece, one cm11ot ,tvoid the suspiciu11 lh~rl likrng and 
disliking are inappropriate to the siluat10n, even if the person ques­
tioned clothes his rectetions in d1ose \lords. The familiarity of die 
piece is ~r surrngat e fix tlw quality Jscribt>rl to it. To like it is Jlmnst 
the same thing as to recognize it. An approach in terms of value 
J uclge111e11ls hJs heu:inu' a fictiou for the jlE'fSnrt who fiuds himself 
hemmed 111 by ~tandardized musical goods. He can neither escape 
impotence 11or decide betwee11 the offerings 1·1rhere eveqrthiug is so 
completely identkal that prefPrence in fact nepenrls mPrely on hio 
graphical details or on the snuation in which things are heard. The 
crlcgonPs nf Juln110111n11sly nril'Hil·rl art hJvE' 110 Jpplicrlnlit )' In tht: 
contemporary reception of music; not even for that of the senous 
rn11sic, don1esticated u11der Lhe b~rrbarous uame of classical so as lo 
enable one to t11r11 away from it Jgain iu comfort. If it is ohjecten that 
specifically light music and everything intended for consumption have 
in Jny crse never been experiPrwen in terms of thosP cJtegories, th~rt 
must certainly be conceded. Nevertheless, ~uch music is also affected 
by thi: cl1c111gi: in th.H thi: e11lcrlai11menl, the plcdsure, thi: enjoyment 
it promises, is given only to be simultaneously nenied. In one of his 
essays, Aldous Huxley has raised the quest10n of \\ho, in cl place of 
JmusemPnt. is reJlly being arnusen. \Vith tlw ;;;:nne justic>e, it cm lw 
asked whorn music for entertaimnent still entertains. Rather, it seerns 
to comph·niern the n:d11ctiu11 of iwopk tu sileuct:, the d)ri11g out of 
speech as expre~~ion, the inabihty to communicate at all. It mhabib 
the poch·ts uf silence that dlvelop between people moulded by 
anxiety, \H)rk anrl 11nnemanning docility. Fverywhere it takes over, 
unnoticed, the deadly sad role that fell to it in the time and the 
S{Jl'Cific silu~rtio11 of t.he silem films. It is pcrn·ivl·d purdy ~rs hJck 
ground. If nobody can any longer speak, then certainly nobody can 
ctll)' lunger liste11. A11 Amenc<n1 spl·cialist m radiu adverlisi11g, v\Fl10 
indeed prefers to make use nf the m11sicJl menium, has expre~sed 
scepticism as to the value of this advertismg, because people have 
learned to neny their attention ln what they are he~rring even while 
listening to it. His observation is questionable with re~pect to the 
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advertising value of music. But it tends to be right in terms of the 
n.:ception of the music nsdf 

Tn the crnwentional complaints about rledining taste, certain motifa 
constantly recur. There is no lack of pouting and sentnnental com -
11wnts assessi11g the cun·ent 11msical co1Hlition of the ni;1sses as 011e of 
'degeneration'. The most tenacious of these motifs is that of sensuahty, 
\\lm:h allegedly enfeebles and incapautates lm·ok behaviour. This 
co111plaint ca11 already be found in Rook ITT of Plato's Republic in which 
he bans 'the harmomes expressive of sorHJ\\' as well as the 'soft' 
hannonies 'srntahle fo1- d1-i11kmg,' without its bei11g clear lo this day 
why the philosopher ascribes these characteristics to the mixed Lydian, 
Lydia11, bass Lydian and Ionian modes. In d1L: Pbto111c slate, thL: major 
of later Western music, which c1x1·es110nds to the Tonian, would have 
been tabooed. The fiute and the 'panharmonic' stnnged instruments 
also fall U[](ler tht> ba1i. The rnily mode~ to he left a1·e 'warlike, to ~mmd 
the note or accent which a brave man utters in the hour of danger and 
stern rL:solve, 01· whe11 he fan:s injuiy, ckfe,n or dL:ath, or all)' otlwr 
misfortune, with the ;;ame steadfa~t endurance'. Plato';; Republic is not 
the utopia it is called by the official history ofplnlosophy. It disnplin<.:s 
its citi:1Pns i11 lenns of its existe1Ke and will lo exist eve11 i11 music, 
where the distinction made ben.veen soft and strong modes was by 
Plato's linw ;tlrc;tdy liule 111on: than a 1-csidm: ofthL: mustiL:st supersti 
tion. The Platonic irony reveals itself mischievously i11 jeering at the 
fiutL:-pltyer Marsyas, fiayed by thL: sober-sided Apollo. Plato's ethic,tl­
musical programme bears the cha1·acter of an Attic p1nge in Sparta11 
style. Other perennial themes of musical sermomzing are on the sa1ne 
kvd. A111011g llw mos! pro111im:n l of llll.·se an: thL: di;11·gl: of supL:1-ficul 
ity and that of a 'cull of personality'. w-hal 1s attacked 1s chiefly pro­
g1·ess: social, ess1.:11oa11y the specifically aesthetic. I11tertw111ed vvllh the 
forbidden ;ilhneme11ls are sensual gaiPty ;rnd differenli;lli11g con 
sciousness. The predominance of the person over the collective com­
puls1011 in 11ms1c 111arb llw 111ovt:rm:ni of suhju::tivt: fi:t:cdon1 which 
breaks through in later phases, while the profanation which frees it 
fmm its 111agic circle ctppears d.S superficiality. Thus, the Lime11ted 
111ome11ts have entered in lo the great mu;;ic of the Wic~t: ;;en;;ory ~timu 
lation as the gate of entry into the harmonic and eventually the colour­
istic dime11sio11s; the unhndlL:d pL:1-son as the becm.:r of expression and 
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of the humanization of music itself: 'superficiality' as a critique of the 
mute obieclivlly ofkmns, in the sense of Haydn's chrnce of the "gal 
la11t' i11 prefer\' nee to the le.amerl. Hayrh1 's choice i11deed, anrl nnt the 
recklessness of a singer with a golden throat or an instrumentalist of 
lip s111ac:ki11g u1phrn1y. For those moments entered into great 11rnsif 
and were lransformed in it; but greal music did not dissolve into them. 
ln the multiplicll)' of stmmlus and expressu.m, its greatness is show11 as 
a fr1rce for synthesis. Not only d1ws the musical syi1thesis preserye the 
unity uf appearance and protect it from fallmg apart into diffuse n1lin­
JI')' mome11ts, but i11 wch llnity, in the relation of pJrtic11br mome11ts 
to an evolving vvhole, there is also preserved the image of a social 
condition in winch above those particufar moments of hitppmess 
woulrl he more thJn mere appearance. Until the end ofprd1istory, tlw 
musical balance between partial stimulus and totahty, between expres­
sirm .uHl synthesb, between 1he surface anrl the underlying, rem.:tim a~ 
unstable as the moments of balance between supply and demand in the 
eotpit,tlisl ecu110my. Tht Mug1c l'lutr, hi which the ulopi,t of thl' 
Enhghtenment and the pleasure of a light opera comic song pre.nsely 
comci<le, is a moment by itself. After The Magic Flute it was never again 
possiHe to force serious ::md light rnusic together. 

But what are emancipated from formal law are no longer the pro­
ductiw impulses whid1 rebelled ag,ii11st 1.:onventions. lmpulse, suhject 
ivity and profanation, the nld adversaries of materiahstic ahenalion, 
now succumb to lt. ln eotpit,ihst tnnl's, the tradit10nal ,mti-mythological 
ferments of music crmspire agJi11st freedon1, JS whose ::i.lhes they were 
once proscribed. The representatives of the opposition to the authori­
t,trldn schcn1c1 become WllnL·sses lo thl' authority uf co1rn11ercEtl SllC 
cess. The delight in the moment and the gay fo;ade becomes an e.xcL1se 
for ahsolvmg the listener from the thought of the whule, whose claim 
is compri~ed in proiwr hste11inK The hstei1er is conYPrted, alonR hb 
line ofleast resistance, into the acquiescent purchaser. No longer do the 
jhtrtiJl moments snve ,1s a critique of tlldt whole; instead, tlwy ~llspeml 
the critique which the successful aesthetic totality exerts against the 
Hawed one uf souety. The Lmitary synthesis is sacrificed to them; they 
no longer produce their 0\\-n in place of the reifie.d one, hut shm\­
themsdves complaisant to it. The isolated moments of enioyment 
pruve inu 1mp::itihk with the imm,rnL·nt constit uti( m of the W( irk of Jr!, 
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and whatever in the work goes beyond them to an essential perception 
is s,K:rificc<l lo them. TlKy arc nut Gad in themselves Gut in their 
rlivf'rsionary function. Tn the service of success they renounce that 
msuGordinate character which was theirs. They conspire to come to 

terms 'Nith ev<'rything which the isobtecl m1mwnt can offer to Jn 
isolated individual who long ago ceased to be one. In isolation, the 
charms Gecome dulled aud furnish models of the familiar. Whoe1er 
devotes hi1melfto them is as malicious as the Greek thinkers once were 
tow,1rcl oriental sensuality. ThLo seductive power of the charm survi 1 es 
only wherf' thf' f<wces of denial are strongest: in the disso11,uicf' which 
rejects belief in the illusion of the existing harmony. The concept of 
the ascetic is itself diakcticJl i11 music. If ascdiusm once struck dow11 
the claims of the aestlwtic in a reactionary way, it has today become the 
sig11 of an advanced an: not, to Ge sme, by an archaicizmg parsmmny 
of means in which clf'fici<'ncy Jnrl poverty are mJnifestecl, but by tlw 
strict exclusion of all culmary delights whkh seek to be consumed 
i11m1edi,nely fr1r Lheir mv11 s,1ke, ,1s if i11 ,1rl the sensory were 11ot the 
hearer of something intellectual which only shows itself in the whole 
rathLor than m isolated topical moments. Art records negatively JUSt that 
pnssihility of hJppiness which the only pJrtiJlly positive antilipzitrnn 
of happiness ruinously confronts today. All 'light' and pleasant art has 
beo am: illusory and memfacious. \iVhat nuL1:s its appearance aes 
thetically in the pleasure categories can no longer give pleasure, and 
the promise of happiness, once the ddimtion of art, ca11 no longer Ge 
fouml f'XC<'{Jt where the mask has heen torn from the countenance of 
false happiness. Enjoyment still retains a place only in the mnnediate 
bodily presenu: Where it requires au ;wsthctic appearance, it is illusory 
by aesthetic standards and likewise cheats the pleasure-seeker out of 
itself Only wlu:re its appearance is lacking is th1: faith in ils possiGilit y 
mziintained. 

The new phase of the musical consciousness of the masses is defined 
by displ..:;tsure in pleasun~. It n:sembks the n:;iction t< >sport< ir advertis 
ing. The words 'enjoyment of art' sound funny. If in nothing else, 
Schoenberg's music resembles popular songs 111 refosing to be enioyed. 
Whoever still delights in the beautiful pzissages ofa Schubert quartet or 
even in the provocatively healthy fare of a Handel concerto grosso, 
r;mks <ts a wou Id be guanhJ11 of culture amuug the buuerfly cnlkcturs. 
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What condemns him as an epicure is not perhaps 'new'. The power of 
the street balJad, the catchy tune and all the S\\ a.rming frm11s of th Lo 
ha11al has made itself felt sim:e the hegi1rning of the hrmrgeois era .. 
Fonnerly, It attacked the cultural privilege of the rulmg class. But today, 
whe.11 that powe.r of the. ha11;il extends over the e.utire. society, its fo1ic 
tion has changed. This change of functmn affects all music, not only 
light music, m whose realm it c1mld cornfortably enough be rnade 
im1ornous. The. diverse. sphere.s of music must he thought of together. 
Tl1L'.ir static separatio11, which certain caretakers of culture have 
anle11tly sought the totalitarian racliu was ass1g11ed to the task, 011 the 
one hand, of providing entertainment and diversion, and on the 
uther, uf f(>stcriug the so called c11ltmal goods, as Ji. there cuuld still be 
gooil e11tertaimne11t a11d as if the cultural goods were not, hy their 
administration, transformed into evils - the neat parcelling our of 
m11sic's snci;il field of force is illusirn1ary. 

Just as the history of serious music since Mozart as a flight fi:om the 
ba1ial rdli.:cts i11 reverse the 011Lli11es oflight music, so tolby, iii its key 
representatives, it gives an account of the ominous experiences which 
appear even in thLo unsuspectmg innocence of light nrnsic. It would bLo 
just as e:isy tn gn i11 the. other directiou a11d cu11ceal the hreak between 
the two spheres, assuming a continuum which pennits a progressive 
cducat1u11 lcadrng safdy frun1 comnwrcial pu. ,md hit suugs Lo cult 11r,il 
commodities. Cynical harharisrn is 110 better than cultmal dishonesty 
What it accon1phshes by disillus10n 011 the higher levd, it balances by 
the ideulngies of primitivism a11d retm11 to 11at.ure, with which it 
glorifies the musical underworld: an underworld which has long 
cc,;sed tu assist tlw opposiiJ(lll of thusc ,:xdmkd frum cult urc to find 
expression, and now only lives 011 what is haniled down to it from 
abuve. 

The illusion uf a snci:il prefere11ce for light m11sic as against serious is 
based on that passivity of the rnasses which makes the consumption of 
light music nmtr,;clict thl: ubicct.ive ii1tcrcst. uf t.husl: whu cn11su111c it. It 
is daimed that they actually like light music aiid liste11 to the higher 
type only for reasons uf sunal prestige, when acquamtance \\ith the 
text of a sii1gle hit song s11ffices Lo reveal the sole fmict.inn this object of 
honest approbation can perform. The unity of the two spheres of music 
is thus th,it uf au m1resulvcd cu11tradict.iu11. do uot h,mg tugcthcr 



ON THE FETISH CHARACTER 35 

in s11ch a way that the lower could serve as a sort of popular introd11c­
tion to Lhe higher, or that highu cuL1l<l rencw its lust colkcti 1 e su·ength 
hy horrowi11g from th\' low<'r. Thi' wholP carmot hP pm tog<'tlwr hy 
addmg the separated halves, but in both there appear, however dis­
tan Lly, tlw chang<'s ufllw wholP. >vhich orily moves i11 crn1tr:1diction. Jf 
the flight from the banal becomes definitrve, if the marketability of the 
seriuLLS prodll!:t shrinks Lu 11uthing, i11 co11seq1ie11ce of' ils objecti1e 
dPm:mds, LhPn on the lower level the effect of the standardization of 
successes means it is nu 1011ger possible to succeed in an ol<l style, but 
only in i1111tatirn1 as suclL P.E'twt'e11 i11cnmpr<?he11sibility and inescap 
ability, there is no third way; the situation has polarized itself into 
extrunes which actually mcct. Thcre is 11u rou111 bctwce11 thcrn for thc 
'individ11al'. The latter's claims, wlwrevff they still occur, are ilh1snry, 
being copied from the standards. The liquidation of the individual is 
the rPal signat1irP ofthP new mLt~ical situ:1tio11. 

If the two spheres of music are stirred up m the unity of their 
cu11trdd ictior 1, lhc demarc1tio11 li11e bet wee11 Lhem varies. The ;1dvM1ced 
product has renounced consumption. ThE' rest of Sffious music is 
delivered over to consumption for the price of its wages . .It succumbs to 
co111111cKlity li~tPning ThE' rlifff.rt'nce~ in thE' receptinr1 nf' nfficial 'cbs 
sical' music and light music no longer have any real significance. They 
c<re unly still 111a11ipL1latcd for rc;isous of' 111:1rketability Thc hit srn1g 
enthusiast mLtst lw r\'assLm:d that his idols are not tnn elevated fnr hnn, 
JUSt as the \·isitor to plrilharmo11ic concerts is confirmed in his st,1tus. 
The 111nre inrhistriously the tradP erects wire fenn~s between the 
musical provinces, the greater the suspicion that without these, the 
111habit;u1ts could all too easily co111c to an underst:md111g. 'foscani11i, 
like a second-rate orchestra leadt'f, is called MaE'stro, if half ironically, 
arid a hit sung, 'Music, macstro, please', had its sm:cess immediately 
after 'foscanini wa~ prnrnotNl to Mar~hal <if the Air with the aid of thE' 
radio. 

Thc world nf that mus1c;il life, the composilio11 busi11css which 
extends peacefully from Irving Berlm and Walter Donaldson - 'the 
'iivorkl' s best composcr' - by '""tY ofGersh1vi11, Sibelius ami Tchaikovsky 
to Schuh\~rt's R Minor Sy111phony. labelled The Unfinished, is one of 
fetishes. The star prinople has becorne totalitarian. The reactions of the 
liste11crs itppear to have 110 rebtirn1 In the playi11g of tht: music. They 
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have reference, rather, to the cumulative success which, for its part, 
cannot be thought of unalienatcd by the past spo11tcmcities of listeners, 
hut inslearl rlates hack to the commanrl of p11hhshers, smmrl film mag 
nates and rulers of radio. Famous people are not the only stars. \Vorks 
begin to take on the sanw mle. A pantlwon oflwstsdl<ers builrls 1ljl. Tlw 
prograrrnnes shrink, and the shrinkmg process not only removes the 
muder,ndy good, but the acci:ptcd cbssics themsel1es undcrgu a sdec­
tion that has nothing to rlo with quality. Tn America, Reethoven's 
Fourth Symphony is among the rarities. This selection reproduces itself' 
in a fatal nrde: the 1nost famrliz:ir is the most succ<essfol and is therefrJre 
played agam and agam and made snll more familiar. The choice of' the 
sta11dard works is itself r11 tums of thcu 'cllcnivc11ess' f(x progr<nn 
ma.tic fascination. in terms of the categories of success as rleterminerl 
by light musrc or permmed by the star conductors. The climaxes of' 
Rt>t>thnven's Sewnth Symphony art> placed on tht> sanw level ;:is thE' 
unspeakable horn rndody from the slow nrovernent of Tchaikovsky's 
Fifth. Melody cum es to me,m eight bc<1t symmelric,tl trdile melody. 
This is catalog11ed as the composer's 'irlea' which one thinks he can put 
in his pocket and take home, JUSt as it is ascnbed to the composer as his 
hz:isic {Jn)]Wrty. The concept of tht> idt>a is fa1· from apprnp1·iz:ite to 
established classical music. Its thematic material, inostly dissected 
triads, tines nut at all licluug to the amhrn· i11 the sanw sp<ecific sense as 
in a romantic song. Beethoven's greatness shows itselfm the complete 
suliordinc1t.io11 ofthe accide11tally pn1ate melodK clemeuts to the form 
as a wholt>. This does not prt>vent all m11sic, ewn Bach, who hrn-rovwd 
one of' the most important themes of' The Well-Tempered Clavier, from 
heiug cll.ami11cd i11 Lcrms of the i::alcgory of ideas, with musical 1Jri::c11y 
bemg hunted down with all the zeal of the behef in property, so that 
finally one musii:: commentator could pin his success to the title ofnrne 
rlt>tective 

At its most passionate, musical fetishism takes possession of' the 
pulilic valu<ttwn uf si11gi11g 1oiU'S. Tlwir sc11su011s magic is traditional 
as is the dose relation between s11ccess and the person enrlowed with 
'material'. But today rt is forgotte11 t!Mt rt is mate1·ial. Fur music,11 vulgar 
materialists, ii is synonymo11s to have a voice <md to he a singer. Tn 

earlier epochs, techmcal virtuosity, at least, was demanded of singing 
stars, tlw castrati aurl pri1na d01mas. Today, the 1uaterial ;1s such, 
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destitute of any function, is celebrated. One need not even ask about 
Gtpacil y frir rnusical puf(Jnllance. liven rnechanical control of the 
i11strmnent is no krnger really expected. To legitimate the fame of its 
owner, a v01ce need only be especially volummous or especially high. ff 
one dares even in convers;ninn t< > q 1w&ti< n1 the ch~cisive importance nf 
the voice and to assert that it is just as possible to make beautiful music 
\\ilh a modL:rately good vuice ,1s it is 011 a muder,ttdy guod piano, one 
will immediately find oneself faced with a situation of hostility and 
aversion whose emotional roots go far deeper than the occasion. V01ces 
arc holy pmpcrties like a nati<mal tradem;irk As if the voices wanted tn 
revenge themselves for this, they begm to lose the sensuous magic in 
who&c iMrnl'. they arc merchandised. Most of them w1nHl like unila 
tions of those who have made it, even when they themselves have made 
it. All this re,lChes a climax of absurdity in the cult of the master violins. 
One promptly gnes into raptures at the well ;nmonnced sound of a 
Stradivarius or Amati, which only the ear of a specialist can tell from 
that of,; good modern violin, forgetting in the procL:ss to listen to the 
composition and the execution, from which there is still something to 
Lie had. The more modern technique of the v10li11 bow progresses, the 
more il seems that the old i11slnm1enls are treasured. Ifth<~ rnonwnls of 
sensual pleasure in the idea, the voice, the instrument are made into 
f<.·tishes and torn away fro1n ,wy fo11ctions which conld give them 
meaning, tlwy meet a response equally isolated, equally far from the 
meaning of the whole, ,md equally determined by success in the blind 
and irrational emntinns which form the relationship to music into 
which those with no relationship enter. But these are the same relations 
as exist bet wcu1 the c1 msumcrs 1 lf lnt songs and thl'. lut songs Their 
only relation is to the completely alien, and the alien, as if cut off from 
the consc10usness of the masses by a dense screen, is what seeks to 
speak frir tlw silent. \~lhere they react at. all, il 110 1m1g<~r makes any 
difference whether it is t.o Beethoven's Seventh Symphony or to a 
bikini. 

The concept of musical fetishism cannot. be psychologically derived. 
Th,;t 'values' are consumed and draw feelings to themselves, without 
their specific qualities being reached by the conscionsness of t.he 
consume1~ is a later expression of their commodity character. For all 
cont.1e111por;iry musical lift: is du111i11at.cd by t.hc cornmodit y form; t.hc 
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last pre-capitalist residues have been eliminated. Music, with all the 
attnbntcs or the ctl1ucal arnl snblimc which arc gcrn:rously accunk<l 
it, ~erves in Amf'rica torlay as an arlwrti~ement for commoditie~ which 
one must acquire in order to be able to hear music. If the advertising 
fonction is c;m~folly di1mned in thf' case of Sf'riuns lllusic, ii :tlw:tys 
breaks through in the case of light music. The whole jazz business. 
with its free distribution of scores to bMHls, has .1bamloned the idc.1 
that actual performa11ce promote~ the sale of piano scorf's am! phono­
graph records. Countless hit song texts praise the hit songs tl1emselvcs, 
repe:tting their titles in capital lrttPrs. Wh:tt makt>s its appf'arancP, likP 
an idol, out of such masses of type is the exchange value in which the 
q uan LLir11 ur possible cnjoylllenl has clisitppeared. Marx ddincs tlic !ct 
ish character of the commochty a~ the Vf'neration of thr thing macle by 
oneself whicl1, as exchange-value, sunultaneousl y alienates itself from 
pnxlneer to cons1111wr 'lmm:\ll beings.' 'A cor1n11odity is thert>frirp a 
mysterious thmg, simply because in it the social character of men's 
Ltbuur <tppe:trs to tlwm .1s ,m objective d1.1r:tcter st:nnped upon the 
prodncl of that labonr; became the relation of the producer~ to the ~um 
total or their own labour is presented to them as a sonal refa!lon, 
existing not lwtwPP11 themselws, hm hetwet>n tht' produets of lht>ir 
labour.' This is the real secret of success. It is the mere reflection of 
whal one pays in the rrn.rket fur Llic product. Ilic consumer is really 
worshipping 1.he money that. he himself ha~ paid fiir thf' tickrt lo the 
Toscanmi co11cert. He has literally 'made' the success which lie ruties 
anrl acTP]ll~ as an ohjf'etive crikrion. without reeognizing himself in iL 
But he has not 'made' it liking the concert, but rather by buying the 
ticket. To be sure, exch:\llge \etlue exerts ils povwr in ,\ speci:tl w,;y ill 
the realm of cultural For in the world of commorlitie~ this realm 
appears tu be exempted from the power or exchange, tu be in an 
imr11ffliJlt' relationship with lht> goods, and it is tliis appearance in lnrn 
which alone gives cultural goods thdr exchange value. But they never­
tlieh~ss Sil ll Uh i\IlCO ldy foJl COlll pktdy i lltO !he world or CCHI ll l!Othtics, 
are produced for the market, and are aimecl at the market. The appear­
ance of illlmediacy is .1s strong as the cornpuls1011 of excl1ange ,a]ue is 
i1wxorahlf'. Thf' ~<xial eompact harmonizes 1he eontrarliction. Thf' 
appearance of immediacy takes possession of the mediated, exchange 
v:tlue ilst>Jf If 1he co1m1mdi1 y i11 general com hi 1ws cxcl1a11gc v,tlue arnl 
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use value, then the pure use value, whose illusion the cultural goods 
must preserve rn a completely capitalist sonet y. must be replaced by 
pure exchange value. which precisely in its capacity as exchange vallue 
deceptively takes over the funcnon of use value. The specific fetish 
charac:Ler of nm:o,ic li\~s in this quitl pro 11110. The feeling:> which go to the 
exchange value create the appearance of irn.mediacy at the sarn.e time as 
the absence of ,1 reLltiun tu the obiect belies it. It has its basis in the 
abstract character of exchange value. Every 'psychological' aspect. 
eveiy ersatz satisfaction. depends on such social substitution. 

The chang\~ in the frmc:L1on of music involves the basic crnHlitrnns of 
the relation between art and society. The 1nore inexorably the principle 
uf exdMnge v;1lue destroy:> use valu..:s fur htunan beings. the rnon: 
deeply does exchange value disguise itself as the objen ofen1oyment. Tt 
has been asked what the cement is wluch still holds the world of 
cnnnnnditie:o, together. Thf' amwer is that this t ransfor of the use value 
of consurnption goods to their exchange value contributes to a general 
onkr in \drich L'.Ve1itu,1ll y every pkasure which emancip,1tes itsdf frum 
exchange values takes nn subversive features. The appearance nf 
exchange value in commodities has taken on a specific cohesive ft.mc­
lion .. The won1J11 whn has rnrnwy wilh which In buy is intoxicated by 
the act of buying. In American conventional speech, having a good 
t1mt'. rnt'.ans being present ill the u11oymu1l of others. \Vhich in its turn 
has as its only content being present. Tht~ auto religion makes all men 
brothers i11 tht'. sacramental moment with the words: 'that is ,1 Rolls 

. and in rncnnents of i11timacy, wonw11 altach greater import 
ance to the hairdressers and cosmeticians than to the situation for 
the sah'. of 11 lrich the hairdressc:rs a11d cosmdin;ms JIC t'.mploycd. The 
relation to the irrelevant dut1folly ma.nifo.sts its social essence. The 
coupk out drivrng who spend thur time identifying every passing car 
and being happy if they recognize the trademarb speeding by. the Rirl 
whose satisfaction consists solely m the fact that she and her boyfriend 
'lonl good', th..: cxpcrtISL'. nfthc JM/. v11thusiast who kgit1mi1.L'.~ him 
self by having knowledge about what is in any case inescapable: all this 
operates according to the sc;rne command. Before the theological 
caprices nf comrnoditif':>, the consumers become tempi<:" slaves. Thnse 
who sacrifice themselves nowhere else can do so here, and here they 
Mc fully bdraycd. 
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In the comn10dity fetishists of the new rnodel, in the 'sado­
masochisLK character', in those n.:ceptiw Lu today mass art, th<.: same 
thing shows itself in many ways. The masochistic mass culnire is the 
necessary manifestation of almighty production iLself When the feel­
ings seize on exchange value ii is no mysticiI transuhstanLi;lliun. Ti 

corre,ponds to the behaviour of the prisoner who love' his cell becau'e 
he has been left not11ing else Lu lu'e. The sacrifo:e uf rndi vidualit y, 
v1rhich accommodates itself to the regularity of the snccessfol, the 
domg of what everybody does, follows from the basic fact that in broad 
areas the sanw thmg is nlfered to everybody the starnLirdized pm 
duction of consumption goods. But the commercial necessity of con­
necting Lhis identity leads Lu the manipulation of t,tste ,rnd the ofhcial 
cullture's pretence ofmrhvirlualism which necessarily increases in pro­
portion to the liquidation of the individual. liven m the realm of the 
superstructure, the. appearance is not merely the r·once.almenl of thE' 
essence, but proceeds of necessity from the e5'ence it,elf The identical 
dMracler uf the which e'eryone must buy hides itself behind 
the rigour of the universally compulsory style. The fiction of the rela­
tion between supply and demand survives in the fictitiously individual 
nuances. 

If the value of taste in the present situation is questioned, it is neces­
s<11-y tu understand wlEtL taste is cornpos<.:d of in this sit ualion. Acq ui 
esce.nce. is rationalized as modesty, opposition to caprice and anarchy; 
musical analysis has today decayed as fundamentally as musical charm, 
ancl h;is its parody in the stubborn counting of heats. The. picture. is 
completed by acndental differentiation within the 'trict confines of the 
prescribed But if the licp1id,tted iwhvidual really HEtkes Lhe complete 
superficiality of the. conventions passionately his O\\ll, then the golden 
age of task has daw11ed at the very moment in wlnch task nu longer 
exists. The works which are. the basis nf thE' fe.tishization anrl becorne 
the cultural goods experience constimtional changes as a result. They 
becornc vulg,trized. Irrelevant consumption destroys thcn1. Nu! rnerdy 
do the few things played again and again wear out, like the Sistine 
Madonna in the bedroom, but reificatwn atlccts their internal struc­
ture.. They are transformed into a cm1glornerJtion of irruptions which 
are impressed on the listeners by climax and repetition, while the 
urganizatwn of the whulle m,tkes no in1pres~iun whatsoever. 
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The memorability of disconnected parts, thanks to climaxes and 
n:pentions, has a prcuusor in great nmsic 1tsd( in thc technique of fate 
rnma.ntic compositions, especially those of Wag11er. The more re.ifierl 
the music, the more romantic it sounds to alienated ears. Just in tlns 
way it he.omws 'prn1wrty'. /\ BPP!hown sy1nphn11y as a whole, sprn1 
taneously experiem:ed, can never be appropriated. The man who in the 
sub\\ay lrrnmphautly whistles loudly the theme of the iiualc of 
Rrahms' First is alrearly primarily i11volved with its rlebris. Rut si11cP the 
disintegration of the ftctishes puts these themselves in danger and virtu­
ally assimibtPs tlwm lo hit S<111gs .. il pniduces a counter le11rle11cy in 
order to preserve their fensh character. If the romanticizmg of particu­
lars eats away the bucly of the whole, the c11da11gcred suhst,rnce 
is galva11icaily copper-platPcl The climax which emphasizes the 
reified pcirts takes on the character of a magical ritual, in which cdl the 
myst(0 riE'S of 1wrso11ality, i11wa.rd1H'SS, inspiratin11 a11rl sponta1wity of 
reproduction, which have been ehmmated from the work itself, are 
conjurul up. Just because the disi11tcgrati11g \\Drk rcnuunces the 
moment of its spontaneity, this. just as stereotyped as the bits and 
pieccs, is in1ccted mto it from the omsidc. ln spite of all talk of ncw 
objectivity, the essl0 ntial function of co11formist perfnrma11ces is IHl 
longer the performance of the 'pure' work but the presentation of the 
vulgari:t.ul unc -vvilh a gesture which unph,itic,tlly but irnpotcnlly tries 
to hold the vulgarization at a distance. 

Vulgarization and cncha11tment, hostile sisters, dwell together in the 
arrJ11gements which have colnniz(0 rl larg<" areas nf IlllJSir. The practice 
of arrangement extends to the most diverse dimensions. Sometimes it 
seizcs 011 the lime. lt blatantly s11atchcs the rufied bits and pieces out of 
their context and sets them up as a pot-pourn. It destroys the multilevel 
unity of the whole work and brings forward only isolated popular 
passages. The minuet from Mozart's F Flat MJ]Cir Sympho11y, plJyed 
without the other movement, loses its symphonic cohesion and is 
turned thP perfrlrnii\JICe i11to a11 artisan type gc11rP piece that has 
more to do with the 'Stephanie Gavotte' than with the sort of classicism 
It is supposed to advertise. 

Tllf'n there is the Jrrangement in colnuristic tPrms. They arrangP 
whatever they can get hold o( as long as the ukase of a famous inter­
preter dm~s 11ot forliid it. !fin the fidd of light 1m1sic the arrangers an.~ 
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the only trained musicians, they feel called upon to jump around all the 
more u11n:strc1irn:dly with cultural goods. All sorts of n.:aso11s arL'. 
ofiererl hy thl.'m for ins1nmwn1al arrangi.'rnenls. hi the case of greal 
orchestral works, lt will reduce the cost, or the composers are accused 
of lacking teclrniqw:> i11 iI1stn1rneiltalio11. These rea~o11s are hme111able 
pretexts. The argument of cheapness, which aesthetically condemns 
itsd( is dispusl'.d of rdl:n:11cl'. tu the superiluity of orchestral mea11s 
at the disposal of precisely those w·ho most eagerly carry on the prac­
tiCL'. of arrangement, and by the fact that very ohe11, as in instrumental 
arra11gerne11ts of pii\llo pwces, the arrz111geme11ts turn nnt snhsta111ially 
dearer than performance in the original form. And finally, the belief 
thill uldcr rnusic needs a colourislic freshe11i11g up presupposl'.s i\ll 
accidemal characli.'r i11 the relatio11 betwee11 colour a11d h11e, such as 
could he assumed only as a result ot the crudest ignorance ot Vienna 
dassicfam a11d the so eagerly arra11ged Sclrnbert. Eve11 if the real clis 
covery of the colouristic dimension first took place in the era of Bnlioz 
aml W;tg11l'.r, the coluuristic parsiu1u11y of ll;tyd11 ur Beethovl'.11 is of it 
piece with the predominance of the principle of construction over the 
mdochc particular spri11ging in brillia11t colours out of the dyncimic 
1111ity Precisely i 11 the co11text of such parsimo11y do the bassoo11 thirds 
at the beginning of the third Leonore Overture or the oboe cadenza in the 
reprisl'. of the firs! 1nuvemu1l of the hfrh <1chievc a power which would 
he irretrievably lost in a multicolnuri.'d sonority. 

011l'. must therefore assume that the moti\·es for the practice ut 
arranging are 1ui generi.1. Ahove all. arra11gi11g seeks to 1nake the ~;;real 

distant sound, which always has aspects of the public and unprivate, 
<1ss11nildbk. The !ired businl'.ssm<111 cz111 cbp arra11ged classics 011 the 
shoulder and fondle the progeny of their muse. It is a compulsion 
similar to that which requires radio favounlcs to iI1si1mate themselves 
i11to the fau1ihes nf their liste11t'fs as uncles and awns zmd pretend to a 
human proximity. Radical reifa·ation produces its own pretence of 
in11nediacy a 11d i11ti 111acy. Con tl\triwisc, the i11tim<11.e is i11ihtcd <111d 
coloured by arrangeme11ts precisely for berng too spare. Because they 
were origrnally ddi11ed cmly <1s mome11ts ot the whole, the i11sta11ts ot 
sen~ory pleasure which emerge nut of the decompo~i11g wiities are too 
weak even to produre the sensory stimulus demanded of them in 
fuHil1uent of their advertised rok. The dressi11g up zi11d puffi11g up of 
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the mdividual erases the lineaments of protest, sketched out in the 
hmilatiun of the individual Lu himself over and against the instilutiun, 
just as in tlw reduction of the large scale to tlw intimate. sight i;; lost of 
the totality in which bad mdividual unmed1acy was kept within 
hounds i11 greal music Instead of this. there develops a spmiom hal 
ance which at every step betrays its falsity by its contradiction of the 
rn<tlt:rial. Schub1.:rt's Sen:nml.:, i11 th1.: blow11-up sou11d of the con1binatw11 
of strings ancl piano. with thf' silly excessiw clarity of the imitative 
intermediate measures, is a.s nonsensical as ifll has ongi11ated in a girls' 
schuol. But 11elllier cinPs the priH· sn11g frmu Mmlersi11~1er so11nd any 
more serious when played by a string orchestra alone. In mono­
d1run1e, it objecLively loses the articufa11u11 whid1 rn<tkes ii vMble i11 
Wagner's score. Rut at the same time, it becomes riuite viable for the 
listener, who no longer has to put the body of the song together from 
differenl colo11rs. hut can conficlently himsPlf uver lo the single 
and uninterrupted treble melody. Here one can put one's hands on the 
anl<tgu11is111 tu the audie.uce inlu w hid1 wurks r1.:gankd as cfassic fall 
toclay. But one may suspect that the clarkest secret of arrangement is the 
compLtlsion not to leave anythmg as ii is, bLtt to lay hands on <mythrng 
that crosses cnw's pJth, a compulsion thJt grows gm:\ler the less the 
fundamental characteristics of what exists lend thernselves to being 
rneddkd with. TlH: lOlill suci<tl gr;isp cu11firn1s its power ;ind rnaslery by 
the stamp which i;; impre;;secl on anything that falls into its machinery. 
But this affirnMtion is likewise destrucnve. Conternpor<try liste11ers 
wo11ld always prefpr to clestroy what they holcl in hlind respect. ancl 
their pseudo-activity is already prepared and prescribed by the 
pruduct1011. 

The practice of arrangemenl comes from salon music. It is the prac­
tice uf refined entert<umnent which borrnws ils pretensions frurn the 
nivcnu of c11lt11rJl goods. h11t tra11sfonns these into P11lPrtaiinne11l 
material of the type of hit songs. Such entertainment, formerly 
rcs\:rvcd as a11 acc<m1pa11in1ult tu peuplc's hurnruing, today spn:ads 
over the whole of musical life, which is basically not taken seriously by 
anyone ctnyn1ore <tnd u1 all disn1ssion of culnmc retre;lts further and 
farther into the backgro1mcl. 01w has the choice of either clmifolly 
going afong wlth the busmess, if only furtively in front of the loud­
speaker rn1 SJtunfay Jftcr11ou11, ur Jt once stuhbornly and in1pc11He11tly 
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acknowledging the trash served up for the ostensible or real needs of 
the inc1sses. The Lmcompdling and superiinal nature of the objects of 
refined e.ntertainrnent inevitably leads to the inattentiveness of the !is 
teners. One preserves a good conscience m the matter since one is 
oflPring thP h&teners first d1&s goods. To the ohjenion that thest> art> 
already a drug on the market, one is ready with the reply that this is 
wlut they wanted. an argument which can he finally invalidated by a 
diagnosis of the situation of the listeners, hut only through insight into 
the whole process which unites producers and consumers in diabolical 
hannony. 

But fetishism takes hold of even the ostensibly serious practice of 
inusic, which rnuhihzcs the pathos of dist;uicc ag;tinst rdined eentcr 
tainment. The purity of service to the cause. with vvhich it presents the 
works, often turns out to be as inimical to them as vulgarizanon and 
arrangement. Tlw official idt>al of 1wrforrnance, which cowrs the t>arth 
as a result of Toscanim' s exu·aordmary achievement, helps to sanction a 
condition which, in a phr,1se of lidu;ml Steucnnann. may be Gtllcd the 
harbansm of perfection. To be sure.. the names of famous works are no 
longer made ietishes, although the ksstcr ones that hrea.k into the pro­
grarmnes alrnost rnake the limitation to the smaller n°1wrtoin° seem 
desirable. To be sure, passages are not here inflated or climaxes over­
strcsseed for lhe sahe of fa;cinalion. Thcrc is iron discipline. Htll pne 
cisely mm. The new fetish is the flawlessly functioning, metallically 
hnlliaut apparatus as such, m which all the cogwheels mesh so per­
fectly that not the slightest hole remains open for tlw rneaning <if the 
whole. Perfixt, immaculate performance in the latest style preserves the 
wurk ell tlw prine of !ls defini live reifiGtUuu. 1t pn:seenls Il as c1lrcc1dy 
complete from the very first note. The performance sounds like its own 
phonograph record. The dyn;unic is so prcdetennined that there are no 
longer any tensions at all. The contradictions of l he rnusic rnaterial are 
so inexorably resolved in the moment of sound that it never arrives at 
thee syntl1ee&is, thee sdf production of thee work, which neveals the mPan 
ing of every Beethoven symphony. \.Vhat is the point of the symphonic 
effort w lieu the 1naterial on which that eliurt was to be tested has 
already been ground up? The protective fixation of the works le.ads lo 
its destruction, for its unity is reahzed in prtccisely that spontaneity 
which is sctenliued lu the fi xatiou. This lasl ft0 li,hism, w hKh 'eil'.CS un 
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the substance itself, smothers ii; the absolute adjustment of the appear­
,mo: LO the \\Ork dcmcs the fatter and makes it dis<ippear u1111oticcd 
behincl the apparatn;;, just as certain swamp clrainings hy labour 
detachme11ts take place not for th elf ow11 sake but for that of the work. 
N< >l for n< >thing cloes tlH~ rule of the e~tahlishtccl concluclnr rtcmincl one 
of that of the totahtanan Fiihrer. Like the latter, he reduces aura and 
urgamzatiun tu a cunm1011 denominator. He is the real 111uclern type of 
the virtuoso, a~ hanclleacler as well as in the Philharmonic. He has got to 
the point where he 110 longer has to do anything himself; he is even 
so1neti111es relieved of readn1g the scnre hy the staff nrnsical advisHs. Al 
one stroke he provides norm and mdividualization: the norm is identi­
fivl with Ins l.K:rson, and the individual tricks which he pcrpdratcs 
furnish the general rules. The fetish character of the conductor is the 
most obvious and the most hidden. The standard works could probably 
be performed the virtuosi of conternporary orcl1eslras just as well 
without the conductor, and the public which cheers the conductor 
\\Ould be unable tu tell that, in the C(rnceal1nu1t of the orcl1L:stra, the 
musical adviser was taking the place of the hero laid low hy a cold. 

The consciousness uf the mass listeners is adequate to fenshizcd 
1nusic. It listens accordi11g tn fonnula, ancl incleecl dehase1nent itself 
would not be possible if resistance ensued, if the listeners still had the 
capacil y to 1nake dunands bq·orHl the li111its of what was suppLil:d. Hut 
if someone tried to 'verif}" the fetish character of music hy investigat­
ing thi: ri:actions of Listeners with interni:ws and questionnaues, he 
1night nwet witli m1expectecl puzzles. lll rnusic a~ elsewhere. the dis 
crepancy between essence and appearance has grown to a point where 
no ,1ppeara11ce is any longer v,tlid, \\ ilhout nH:di,1tio11, as verific,1tio11 of 
the essence. The unconsuous reactions of the listeners are so heavily 
veiled and their consoous assessme11t is so exclusively orie11ted to the 
do111inant fetish categnries that every answer 011e receives cnnfonns i 11 
advance to the surface of that music business which is attacked by 
the theory hci11g 'vnifitcd'. As ~oon as one presL:nl~ the Listem·r with the 
primitive question about hking or disliking. there comes into play the 
\\hole machinery \\hich one had thought could be made transparent 
and eli1ni11ated by the reduclio11 to !hi~ question. Bul if one tries to 
replace the most elementary investigative procedures with others 
which takv accou11t of the real dept·mk·ncv of thv l1ste11er on the 
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mechanism, this complication of the investigative procedure not 
rrn:rdy rnakes Lhe intcrpreLltion or Ll1c result rnore difficult. but 1t 

touches off the resistance of thf resporniPnts am1 drivfs tlwm all the 
deeper into the conformist behaviour rn which they thmk they can 
1·pmain omcPalecl frun1 the dang("r or PxpusurP. No crns:d nexus :it all 
can properly be worked out between isolated 'nnpressions' of the hit 
song and its psyd1olugical effects 011 the ltstt:ner. ir irnked iudi viduals 
today no long("f lwlung to themselves, tlwn that :ilso mPai1s that thPy 
can no longer be 'influenced'. The opposing points of production and 
c011smnptiou arP at any given Lime clos1ely en orclinat!Cd. but nut 
dependent on each other in isolation. Their mediation itself does not in 
any case ,·scape theoretical UJHJecture. lt suffices to n:rnunber how 
many sorrows lw is sparecl who no longer thinks too many thoughts, 
how much more 'in accordance with reality' a person behaves when 
lw affirn1s that the real is right. how much more cap:icity to usE' 
the machinery falls to the person who mtegrates himself with it 
uncomplainingly, so that the currespuudeucc between tht: listcr1t:r's 
consciousness and thE' fotishized music would still remain comprehen­
sible e\ en if the forrncr did not unequivocally reduce itself to the bner. 

Tlw crnrntPrpart tn tlw retishisn1 or rnusic is a regression of listPning 
This does not mean a relapse of the individual listener into an earlier 
pliasP or his own ckvdopn1uH, nor a decline in the cullu.:tive general 
lPvel. sincf tlw millions who are reached musically for thP first time by 
today's mass comnrnnicatious cannot be cmnpared wl!h the audience 
nf tlw past. R:ithn. it is contempor:iry listn1ing which has rPgrPssecl, 
arrested at the infantile stage. Not only do the listening subjects lose, 
aluug with tht: frt:t:dun1 of choice ,wd responsibility, the capacity for 
conscious perception of music. which was from time immemorial 
confined to a narrow group, but they stubbornly reiect tlk pussibility 
of such 1wrcepticm. They fluctu:ite between compn"hensiw fr1rgetting 
and sudden dives into recognition. They listen atomistically and dis­
suciak what they he,ir. but preci,dy in this dissociaLiuu they dcv,·lop 
certain capacities which accord less with the concepts of traditional 
aesthetics than with those of football and motorrng. They are not child­
likE', as might he expectecl on tlw basis of an interprPt:itiou of tlw 
new type of listener in terms of the introduction to musical life of 
gruups pn:viuusly uuacquaiuted with inusic:. Hut ,ire childish; 
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their primitivism is not that of the undeveloped, but that of the :fixcibly 
relank<l. Whenever they hil\e il chance, they display the prnched hatred 
of thos12 who r12ally s12nsP tlw other hut excludP it in ordPr to liw in 
peace, and who therefore would like best to root out the naggmg 
possibility. Tlw rPgt«'ssio11 is 1«<1lly from this Pxistnlt possibility, or 
more concretely, from the possibility of a different and oppositional 
music. RegressiH.:, too, is the role which nmtemporary mass music 
play~ i11 tlw psychological household ofit~ victim~. They are not mPrely 
turned away from more impo1·tant music, but they are confirmed in 
their nPn rotic stnpidity, quite itTPSfJeCliv12 of how tlwi1· muslCal capaci 
ties are related to the specific musical culture of earlier social phases. 
The <tsse11l tu hit so11gs <t11<l debased cult m«tl goods bdo11gs tu Lhe same 
complPx of ~ymptoms as do thos12 faces of which 011c no 1011ger knows 
whether the film has alienated them from reality or reality has alienated 
1lwm frurn tlw film, as they wre11ch ope11 a great formless mouth with 
shinmg teeth in a voracious smile, while the tired eyes are wretched 
itrnl lost ctbu\e. Togethei· with spurt a11d film, auss musit: aml Lhe He\\ 
listPni11g help to mah escape from the whole i11fa11tile milieu impos­
sible. The sickness has il preser\ati\e fu11c!Ion . .liven the listening habits 
of the contnnporary rnasses are CPrtainly in 110 way new, J11cl 011e rnay 
readily concede that the reception of the pre-war hit song 'Puppchen' 
w;:is nol so very diffl.:n.:111 from tlial of J sy111he11C pn d1iklre11' s 
song But the context in which such a children's song appears. the 
masochistic mockmg of cme's own wish for lost happiness, or the 
compromising of 1he desue for happines~ il~elf hy 1he 1·ewrsion lo a 
childhood whose wuttainabihty bears witness to the unattainability of 
joy this is Lhe spenfic pmduel of the new listemng, aml 11othmg 
which strikes the ear remains exempt from this system of assimilation. 
There are indeed social difiere11ces, bul the new listening exlends so 
far thJl 1he stullification of tlw oppre~sed affects 1he opp1·essors them 
selves, and they become victims oft lie superior power of self propelled 
wheels wlio tlii11k lhcy are detcrn1rni11g Lhur directio11. 

listenrng is tied to production by the machinery of disn·i­
butiun, an<l JMrticularly by a<hertisi11g. Regressive listenrng ctppears as 
~0011 as adverlising turns into terror. as soon as nothing is lefl for 1he 
consciousness but to capitulate before the superior power of the adver­
lised sluff arnl purd1ase spi 1·i1ual peace by 1 uaking Lhc imposed gouds 
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literally its own thing. In regressive listening, advertising takes on a 
cumpulsory character. For a while, an Jinghsh brewery used for propa 
gamh purposes a billboarrl that bore a deceptive liken12ss to one of the 
whitewashed bnck walls which are so numerous m the slums of 
J.unrlon and the inch1strial cities of the North. Properly placed, the 
billboard was barely distinguishable from a real wall. On it, chalk­
whitc, w;ts cl cardi.d irnitatio11 of a>Akward wTiting. The wurds said: 
'What we walll is Watney's' The brand of beer was presented like a 
political slogan. Not only does this billboard give an msight mto the 
nat11re of 11p to date prnpag.:md.:i, which sells its slogans .:is well .:is its 
wares, JUSt as here the wares masquerade as a slogan; the type of 
relationship suggest nl hy the billhoctrd, 111 which masses 11ictke ii 

commorlity recommended to them tlw object oft heir ow11 action, is 
in fact found ag<tin as the pattern for the recepuon of hght music. 
ThPy need and dPmand what has been palmPd off on them. They 
overcome the feeling of impotence that creeps over them in the face 
of mo11opolistic pruduction hy identifying themsdves with tlw 
inescapable proch1ct. They thereby put an end to the str.:u1gPness of 
the musical brands which are at once distant from them and threat­
eningly near, and in adchtion, achit>ve t ht> satisfaction of fE>eling 
thernselves involved m Mr Know-Nothing's enterprises, which con­
frolll thun at cwry turn. Thi; expfai11s indi vidu;tl expn.·s;ions of 
prefn12nce - or, of course, dislike - converge in an ar12a where obj eel 
and subiecl alike rnake such reactio11s questionable. The frnsh char­
acter nf m11sic proch1ct>s its ow11 c.:im<mfl.:igt> tlmmgh the identilica 
tion of the listener with the fetish. This identification initially gives 
tlw hit su11gs power ovn their victi1n;. 1t fulfils itsdf 111 the s11b 
sequent forgetting anrl remembering. Just as every advertisement is 
composed of the inconspicuous fannliar and the unfamiliar cou­
spicmms. so tlw hit song rt>mains s.:ilut.:irily forgottPn i11 tlw half dusk 
of its familiarity, suddenly to become pamfully over-clear through 
recolkctw11, .:i; if in tlw bvcun of it ;potligln. 01n.· ccu1 almost equate 
the moment of this recollection with that in which the title or the 
words of the i11it.1al verse of his hit song co11fnmt. the vicnm. Perhaps 
he identifies himself with this becausP he identifies it Jnd therPby 
merges with his possess10n. This compulsion may well drive him to 
recall thv titlv uf t.hv hit su11g at ti11u.·s. But the writing 1u1dcr thv 
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note, which makes the identification possible, is nothing else but the 
trademark uf the hit sung. 

Decrmcem.ration is the perceptual activity which prepares the way 
for the forgetting and sudden recogrntion of mass music If the stand­
.JI(fo·ed products, horwlessly like 011<' a11otlwr except fin omspicrnn1s 
bits such as hit lines, do not permit concentrated listening without 
becumii1g unbear-ciblc to the listeners, the lauer clre in cury case no 
lo11ger capable of concentrated hsteni11g. They ca1111ot stand the strain 
of cunce11trated listening and surrender themselves resignedly to what 
befalls them, wnh which they ca11 cnme lo terms only if they do not 
listen to it too closely. Benjamm's reference to the apperception of the 
c111u1ict rn <t cornlitio11 uf dislr.iclwn is J usl as valid for hghL music. The 
usual cnmmercial jazz can only carry out its foncticm because it is 110t 
attended to except during conversation and, above all, as an accom­
pa11imPnl tu d.mci11g. Again and ;igai11 one Pncm1ntns the judgemP11t 
that it is fine for dancing but dreadful for listening. But if the fihn as a 
whole seems lo be apprehended in a disLr,!Cled n1,1rn1er, decuucenlrated 
listening makes the perception of a whole impossible. All that is real­
ized is what the spotlight falls on - strikrng melodic intervals, unset­
tling rnodulatirn1s, intemional or unilltentio11al mistakPs, nr whatPver 
condenses itself into a formula by an especially intnnate merging of 
mdudy a11d text. lkn.:, loo, hsturcrs <tmJ products fit together; they .ire 
110t eve11 oflered the structure which they cannot follow. If atomized 
hstu1ing means progressive decomposition for the higher nrnsic, there 
is nothing more to decompose in th<" lnwer music. The forms of hit 
songs are so su·ictly standardized, down to the number of beats and the 
eXclCl dt1rct1lou, that nu speofic fonn appears in ;my pMticular piece. 
The emancipation of the parts from their cohesion, and from all 
moments which extend beyond their imrnedi<tte preseM, rntroduces 
the diwrsio11 of musical i11tPrest to the particular sensory pleasure 
Typically, the listeners show a preference not merely for particular 
showpi•·ces for inslrwuurtal .icrobatics, lrnl for the individual iustru 
mental colours as such. This preference is promoted by the practice of 
American popular nrnsic whereby each variation, or 'chonts', is played 
with emphasis 011 a special instrrnuPntal colour, with the clarinet, the 
piano, or the u·umpet as quasi-soloist. This often goes so far that 
the listener seems to CUT more about lre.itrnenl and than ahml 
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the otherwise indifferent material, but with the treatment validating 
itself' unly in parttCLtlar cntin11g dkcts. Along with the ctttraction tu 
colour as such, diere is oi course the veneration for die tool and the 
dnve to imitate and join i11 the game; possibly also something of the 
gncc1t delight of childrtn i11 bright colours, which returns u11der 
the pressure of conte1nporary musical experience. 

The diversion oi illtcresl from the whole, perlups i11<lee<l from the 
'melody', 10 the charm of colour and to the individual trick, could he 
optimistically interpreted as a new ruptLtre oi the disciplining fonction. 
Hui this in1erpreL1lion would he 1ern 111e( ius. Once the 1wrctivPd channs 
re1nain unopposed in a rigid format, whoeve.r yields to them will 
cvrntuc1lly rebel ,1gai11sl it. Hut thc11 they Mc themselves oi die most 
limited ki11d. They all celltn' on an impressiomstically softentd tonal­
ity. It cannot be said diat interest in the isolated colour or the isolated 
sonnrily awakens a taste for new colours a11d 11Pw so11oriliPs. Rather, 
the atornistic listeners are the first to denounce such sonoriues as 'intel­
lectual' or absolLttdy dissona11t. The dunns which they enjoy mllsl be 
of an approved type. To hP sure. dissonances occur in jazz practice, and 
even tech11iques of rntentional rmsplaying have developed. But an 
appearance of hannless1wss c1cG1mpc1nies all tlwsP cusloms; Pv1ery ex 
travagant sonority must be so produced that the listener can recognize 
it ,is a substitutP for,\ 'nurrnal' (JllC While he rejoices i11 the mistreat 
ment the dissonance gives to the consonance whose place it takes, the 
virtual co11sonance smrnltaneollsly guarantees that one remains within 
the circle. Tn tesl~ rn1 the receplion of hil so11gs, people haw bPen 
found who ask how they should act if a passage simultaneously pleases 
c1nd (hsplcc1ses them. Om: uny wdl suspecl that !hey reporl an 
expenence which also occurs to those who give no account ofit. 

The rcactio11s to isulate<l charms arc amb1valenl. A sensury pleasure 
turns i11tn disgusl JS snon as it is see11 how it only still s1ervps to 
betray the consumer. The betrayal here consists in always offering 
the sJmc llling. Even th<: most i11se11sitivc hit song enthusiast cJ11not 
always escape the feeling that die child with a sweet tooth cornes to 
know in the candy store. If the charms wear off and turn into their 
oppositP - the short life of most hit song~ belongs in the samP range of 
experience - then the cultural ideology which clothes the upper-level 
11msicc1l lmsiness finishes 1hi11gs off hy causing 1he lower lo be heard 
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with a bad conscience. Nobody believes so completely in prescribed 
pleasure. But thL' listeniug newrthekss n:mams n'gressive in assenliug 
to this siniz1tion dfspite all distrust ami zill ambivalence. As a ffS111t of 
the displacement of feelings into exchange value, no demands are 
wally advanced in nmsic: Jn}' more. S11bstit11tes SJtisfy their p11rpose as 
well, because the demand to which they adj11st themselves has itself 
already bceu substituted. But e<1rs \\hKh arc still only <tble to hear wh<tl 
one demands of them in what is offered. and whirh register the 
abslracl charm mstead of synthesizing the moments of charm, are bad 
ears. Ewu in thP 'isolatHl' phenomenon, key asrwcts will escapf thern, 
that is, those which transcend its own isolation. There is actually a 
ueurutic mec:hanisrn uf sl11pidity in listemug. Lou; the <trrogantly 
ignorant re1ecnon of everything unfamiliar is its snre sign. Regressive 
listeuers behave like children. Again and again and with stubborn 
malice, they demand tlw nne dish they hJve once been served. 

A sort of musical children's language is prepared for them; it diffr:rs 
from the re<1l Lhing in thJt its voc<1bul<1q' c:ousists cxdusivcly of fr<tg 
ments and distortions of the artistic language of music In the pizino 
scon's of lnt songs, thne are strange diagrams. They rdate to guitar, 
11kelele and banjo. as well as the accordion infantile instrmnents in 
comparison with the piano - and are intended for players vvho cannot 
read the notes. Tliey (h:pict grapliically the liugering for th<: cl1unls of 
the plucking instrunwnts. The rationally comprehensible notes are 
replaced by visual directives, to surne extent by musical trattic signals. 
ThesP signs, of ccmrse, confine themselv(~s lo the threP tonir n1J1or 
chords and exclude any meaningful harm.omc progression. The regu­
lated musical traffic is worthy' ,f them. lt c<umut be CCJHlIMrcd with that 
m the streets. It swarms with mistakes in phrzising and harmony. There 
arc wrong pitches, mcurrect du11blings ofthinls, fifths and octave pro­
gressions. Jnd all sorts of illngicJI treatnwnts nf voices. sometimes in 
the bass. One would like to blame them on the amateurs wnh whom 
most of tlie hit snugs originate, while the real musica1 work 1:0. first 
done by the arrangers. But just as a publisher does not let a misspelled 
word go out into the world, so 1t is incunceivable that, well-advised 
hy their expert:>, they p11blish an1atflll' veninns without checking 
them. The m.istakes are either consciously produced by the experts or 
wteutioually pcnrntLed to staml for the sake of the listem:rs. Om: 
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could attribute to the publishers and experts the wish to ingratiate 
thunsdves with the list<:ners, composing clS nwichalanlly and infor 
mally as a dilettante drums out a hit song after lwari11g it. Sudi 
intrigues would he of the same stripe, even if considered psychologic­
ally differe11t, as the im:urrect spelling in rnany :1dvertisi11g $lug:ms. But 
even if one wanted to exclude their acceptance as too fur-fetched, the 
typographical <:rrurs could b<: understood. Un the one lnnd, th<: rnfan­
tile hearing dema11ds sensually rich aml foll ~onority, sometimes repn·­
sented by the luxuriant thirds, and it is preusely this dernand in which 
the infantile 11rns1c:tl language is in mnst hrntal cnntradicllon with the 
children's song. On the other hand, the infantile hearing always 
demands the rnosl coinfortabk and ilu<:nl result1lwns. Th<: con 
sPquPnces of tlw 'rich' sonority, with corrPct treatment nf voices, 
would be so far from the standardized harmo11ic relations that the 
listenPr wot1ld have to reject tlwm :1~ 'mmatmal'. Tlw mistake~ wot1ld 
then be the bold strokes which reconcile the antagonisms of the 
infantile listener's consuousncss. 

No less characteristic of the regres~ive musical languagP is the quota­
tion. its use ranges from the conscious quoLltion of folk and children's 
srmgs, hy way of :imhiguous aml half acnrlP11tal allusiollS, to corn 
pletely latent similarities and associations. The tendency triumphs in 
the adaptation of whole pieces fron1 the dassic<tl stock or the opcr<1lic 
rPpertoirP. The practicP of quotation mirrors the ambivalence of 
the infantile listener's consciousness. The quotatio11s arc dt once 
authoritarian and a p:rrody. It is thus that J child in1itJtes the teacher. 

The ambivalence of the retarded listeners has its most extreme 
expression in the fact Ll1<1t individu<1ls, not yet fully 1nii<:d, want to 
extricate themselves from the mechanism of music reification to which 
they h<1ve been hamled over, bt1t that theu revolts ag<1inst fetishisrn only 
entangle then1 more deeply i11 it. Whe11Pver tlwy :ittempt to brP<tk away 
from the passive status of compulsory consumers and 'activate' them­
selves, th<:y succ:mnb to pseudo actinty. Typ<:s rise up fron1 th<: 1n<1sse$ 
of the retarded who difleremiate themselves by pseudo-activity and 
nevertheless make the regression more su·ikmgly visible. There <1re, 
first, the P11thusia~ts who write fan lettPr~ to radio stations and orches 
tras and, at well-managed jazz festivals, produce their own enthusiasm 
as <1n advertis1·rn1 .. ·nt for the vvarcs th<:y un1su111c. They call tl11.·1ns1 .. ·lves 



ON THE FETISH CHARACTER 53 

jitterbugs, as if they simultaneously wanted to affirm and mock their 
loss of mdividuality, their transformatio11 rnto beetles whuring ,1ro1md 
w fascination. Thf'ir only f'XC11Sf' is that the tf'rm JittPrbugs, like all 
those in the unreal edifice of films and iazz, 1s hammered into them by 
thP c>ntrPprPnPurs tn 111.:ikP thPm think that tlwy arc> on tlw i11sidf'. Tlwir 
ecstasy is without content. That it happens, that the music is listened to, 

this replaces the cu11te11t itself The ecstasy takes possessiuu of its object 
hy its own compulsive character. It is styli7Pd like the Pcstasies s:ivagPs 
go into in beating the war-drums. It has convulsive aspects reminiscent 
of St Vitus's dancf' or thP reflexPs of mutilated :inim:ik Passion itsPlf 
seems to be produced by defects. But the ecstatic ritual betrays itself as 
pseudo ;1ctivity by the momeut uf 111imicry. Peupk do nut dance or 
listen 'from se11suality' and se11suality is certainly not satisfied by listen­
mg, but the gestures of the sensual are imitated. An analogue is the 
represP11tatinn nf parllcubr Pmntinits i11 thP film, wherP thPrP arP 
physiognomic patterns for anxiety, longing, the erotic look; for smil­
iug; for the ato111isLic expressivo uf debased 111usic. The imitative 
assimilation to commodity models is intertwined with folkloristic cus­
toms of nnitation. ln jazz, the relat10n of such mimicry to the imllatmg 
individual hin1sPlf is quitP loose. Its meclirnn is \'aricature Da1tce and 
music copy stages of sexual excitement only to make fun of them. It is 
;1s ifclcsire's surrog;\le itseffsimulta11cously turncel agai11st it; the 'n:;d 
1stic' lwhaviom of the oppressed triumphs over lm dream of happiness 
while being itself mcurporated into the lat tu: A11cl as if to confirm the 
superficiality ancl trPachery nf evP1y fimn of PCstasy. thP ff>et arP unable 
to fulfil what the ear pretends. The same jitterbugs who behave as if 
they were clectrifiul by sy 11copatiu11 (fann· ahuost exd us1vcly the gund 
rhythnuc parts. The weak flesh punishes the lies of the willing spirit; 
the gestural ecstasy of the infautile liste11er misfires in the face of the 
P\'Static gesture. The nppnsite type appears tn be the PagPr lwrsnn whn 
leaves the facrory and 'occupies' himself with the music in the quiet of 
his hednJOllL Ile is shy a11d i11hib1ted, perhaps has 110 luck with girls, 
and wants in any case to preserve his own special sphere. He seeks this 
as a radw ham. At twemy, he is still al the stage uf a boy scout working 
on complicated lrnots just p!Pasc> his pawn ts. This typP 1s held in high 
esteem m radio matters. He patiently builds sets whose most important 
parts he 111ust buy made, a11d scans the air 1(.ir :,hnrtwc1ve secrets, 



54 THE CULTURE INDUSTRY 

though there are none. As a reader ofindian stories and travel books, he 
once d1scuvered unknown lands and deared his path t.hrough the frJrest 
pnmeval As rarlio ham he become.s tlw rliscowrer of juist those inrl11s 
tnal products which are interested in bemg discovered by him. He 
brings rn llhi11g honw which wcmkl rn ll he deliwred lo his h< mse. Tlw 
adventurers of pseudo-activity have already organized themselves on a 
large sclk; the radio amateurs have printed 1 erihca1io11 cmls sent them 
by the shortwave slalions 1hey have discovered, anrl hold contesls in 
which the winner is the one who can produce the most such cards. AH 
this is cardi1lly fostned from above. Of all fetishis11clisleners, 1he radin 
ham is perhaps 1he mosl complete. It is irrelevant to him whal he hears 
or even hov\' he h..:ars; he 1s only mt..:resled m lh..: fact 1ha1 h..: h..:ars and 
surcet'ds in inserting himsd( with his private equipnwnt, into the 
public mechanism, wuhout exerting even the shghtest influence on it. 
With 1he sanw al!itt1cle. corn11less radio lisleners play with the fe,~clback 
or the sound dial without themselves becoming hams. Others are more 
e~pert, or al least rnore ,lggressive. These smart chaps cm be iimml 
everywhere and are a.hie to do everything themselves: 1he advanced 
student whom e1ery gathcrmg 1s ready to play pzz with machme-like 
precision for dancing awl e111er1ainme111; the gas s1atio11 JltPndanl who 
hums his syncopation ingenuously while filling up the tank; the listen­
ing e~perl who G\ll identify every bawl a11d immerses himself i11 the 
history of jazz as if it were Holy Writ. He is nea.rest to the sportsman: if 
nut to the football player himsel( then to the swaggermg foHow who 
dnmi nates the stands. TT e shines by a c;:ipacil y for n mg h improvisalions, 
even if he must practise the piano for hours in secret in order to bring 
t!H '. refrauury rhy1hms 1oge1her. l le pi Cl urcs hi1 nsdf as 1hc mdi 1 idualisl 
who whislles at the world. Bm wlut he whistles is its melorly, and his 
tricks are less i111 ent1u11s of he moment than storcd-uip experiences 
from acquai111ance with sought after technical things. TTis iinprnvisa 
tions are always gestures of nimble subordmat10n to what the instru­
muH demands of him. The d1zu1ffiT1r IS the modd for Ilic lis1u1ing 
type of the clever fellow. His agreement with everything rlominant goes 
so far d1at he no longer produices ,my resistance, but of his own accord 
always dews what is asked of him for the sake of 1he re~ponsible fonc 
tionary. He lies tc) himself about the completeness of his subordination 
tu the rulr oflhc reiflul mcchanism. T!rns, Ilic suvcreign rcmti11e of the 
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jazz amateur is nothing but the passive capacity for adaptation to 
mo<lds from which tu avuid straying. l-k is the real 1azz subiect: his 
improvisations come from the pattPrn, anrl hP navigates the pattP1T1, 
cigarette in mouth, as nonchalantly as if he had mvented it himself 

Regrf'ssive listeners have points i11 common 'Nith tlw man who 
must kill time because he has nothing else on which to vent his aggres­
sion, <md with the C<lSU<ll labuun:r. Tel m,lkc urn.:sdf a 1aa expert or 
hang over the rarl10 all rlay, one must have much free lime and h1tle 
freedom. The dexterity which comes to terms wi.th the syncopatiun as 
well as with the basic rhy1h111 is thal oftlw aulo mechanic who can also 
repair the loudspeaker and the electnc hght The new listeners 
rc.s1.:mblc the mechanics who arc simultaneously spcualizt:<l aud Gtp 
ahle of applying their special skills to mwxpecH'd placPs outside their 
skilled trades. But this despecialization only seems to help them out of 
!he system The more easily !hey meet the demands of the rlay. !he 
more rigidly they are subordinated to that system. The research 
finding. that d.Jlltmg ndio listcm:rs the friu1ds uf ligh1 rnusic revecll 
themselves to be depoliticizl'd, is not accidental. ThP possibility of 
mdi,idual shelter ;md of a security which is, as always, questionable, 
ohs1n1cls the new of a chauge in 1he situation in which Ollf' seeks 
shelter. Superficial experience contradicts this. The 'younger gener­
atiou' the coucept itsdfis rncrdy <lll ideologiGtl calch ,tll scuns tu 
be in conflict with its elders and their plush culture precisely through 
the uew way oflist1.:ning. ln Amenca, lt is 1ust the so-called libenls and 
prn~;;ressive~ whom one finrl~ amon~;; the advocate~ of ligh1 popular 
music, most of whom want to classify their activity as democratic. But 
if n:gressiw ln:Miug is progressive as oppust:d tu the 'imli,idu,tlisnc' 
sort, ii is only in tlw dialectical sense that it is better fitted to the 
advanong brutality than the latter. All possible muul<l has bet'Il rubbed 
off 1he baseness, and ii is IPgilimale to critici1e the aPs!lwtic residue of 
an individuality that was long since wrested from individuals. But this 
crilicism cn1nt:s willi little. fr.1rct: from 1he spln:re nf popular 111usic, 
since it is just this sphere that mum1mfies the vulgarized and decaymg 
rernuants of ro111amic individu<llisrn. lts innovatious <lre inseparably 
coupled with !hes(' remnants. 

Masochism m hearing is not only defined by self-surrender and 
pseudo pleasure thruugli ideuti fll:a!iun vv ith powtT Uudt:rlyiug ii is 
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the know-ledge that the security of shelter under the ruling conditions 
is ,1 pro" ism11,1l one, that 1\ is only a respite, aml that c1 c11tually every 
thing must collapse. Even in self surrenrler one is not in his own 
eyes; in lns e111oyment one feels that he is smrnltaneously betraying the 
p< lS~ihle ;i.ml being betrayed by the existent.. Regressive listening is 
always ready to degenerate into rage. If one knows that he is basically 
1narkmg ti111c, the rage rs directed prirn,u-ily ag,1inst everything which 
could disavow the modernity of being with-it and up-to-rlate and 
re1 eal how little has m fact changed. from photographs and 11101 ies, 
one know~ the effect produced by the 1r1odern grown old, an effect 
onginally used by the surrealists to shock and subsequently degraded 
to the cheap amusement of those whos1: fr~tislns111 fastens 011 th.: 
abstract present. For the regressive listener, this efkct is fantastically 
foreshortened. They would like to ridicule and destroy what yesterday 
they Vi/ere mt< lxicated with, as if in rE'trospect to reveng<" thnnsE'lves 1( ff 

the fact that the ecstasy was not actually such. This effect has been given 
a uani.: of ils owu <111d rqx'.<ttedly been pnlp<1g,tted in press <111d r,1dio. 
But we should not think of the rhythmically simpler, light music of the 
pre-iazz era and its relics as corny; rather, the term applies to ,i]] those 
syncopated pieces which do nnt confonn to the approved rhyth111ic 
frmnula of the present moment. A jazz expert can shake 'vvith laughter 
when he hears a piece which in good rhytlnn follovvs a sixte1:11th uote 
with a punctuated eight, although this rhythm is more aggressive anrl 
in uo way 1non.· provrnci,ll in cluracter than the syncopated connection 
and renunciation of all counter stre~s practised later. The regres~i ve 
listeners are in fact destructive. The old-timer's insult ha.s its ironic 
J UStifica\i( Hl; ir<JIUC, because the destrUCti I e tendencies U f the regreSSi Ve 
listeners are m truth duected against the same thing that the old­
fashioned hate, agai11st disobedience as such, unless it cornes under the 
tolE'rated spontaneity of collective exce~~es. The ~eeming opposition nf 
the generations is nowhere more transparent than in rage. The bigots 
w Im crnnµlaiu to th1: i-ci.dio ~tatiuns in pathetic s;i.distic l.:tters of th1: 
jazzing up of holy thmgs and the youth who delights in such exhihi­
nons ,tre of one mind. lt requires only the proper situ<1tion to bring 
the111 togl'lher in a united front. 

This furnishes a criticism of the 'new possibilities' in regressive 
listening. One 1rnght he tl'rnptul to rescue it if it wen.· su1r1cthing in 
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which the 'auratic' characteristics of the work of art, its illusory ele­
nH.:nts, gave w;iy to the pLiyful ones. Howe1 er it rnay be 11 ith films, 
torby's mass music shows little nf such prngress in clisenchantment. 
Nothing survives rn it more steadfastly than the illusiou, nothing is 
1non~ illusmy than its n~ality. Tlw i11fantile play h;1s sca1Tt~ly rnme th;rn 
the name in comm.on with the productivity of children. Otherwise, 
bomgeois sport would 11ot wa11t to thllcrentiale itself su strictly f'ruiu 
play. Tts bestial seriousness consists in the fact that instead of remaining 
faithful to the dream of freedom by getting away frolll purposi 1 eness, 
the treat111Pnt of play as a cluty puts it ;unong useful pmposes ancl 
thereby wipes out the trace of freedom 111 it. This is particularly valid 
for cunternporMy lllass music It is u11ly pl;1y as a rqwtitiu11 uf pre 
scribecl mndels, and the playfol release from responsibility which is 
thereby aclueved dues not reduce at all the time devoted to duty except 
hy transfening tht~ rP~pnnsihility to the moclt~ls, tlw followi11g of 
which one makes into a duty for himself. In this lies the inherent 
prctcncv of the d(Jlllinant lllUSic sp(Jrt. lt is illusory t(J prrnuote the 
technical-rational moments of contemporary mass musk - or the spe­
cial capacities of the regressive listeners which lllay correspond to these 
moment~ at tlw expense of a dt>cayt>d magic, which iwvHtlwlPss 
prescribes the rules for the bare functiouing itself It would also be 
illusory bu:;1use tlw teduncal innuvat10ns of 111;1ss 1nusic re;1Uy don't 
Pxist. This goes without saying for harmonic ancl melodic construction. 
The real colourisuc accomplishment of moder11 dance nmsic, the 
approach of thP clifferPnt colours to rnw another to tlw extt>nt that nut> 
mstrurnent replaces another without a break or one instrument can 
disguisv itsdf as ;mothvr, is as familiM tu Wagncri,m ,rnd post 
vVagnerian orchestral technique as the mute effects nf the brasses. Even 
m the techmques of syncopation, thel't' is nothing thill was nut preseut 
in ruclimt>ntary form in Brahms and nutdonf' by Schot>n hng ancl 
Stravinsky. The practice of contemporary popular music has not so 
much dcvduped these tech11iqucs ;ts cunforrni~tic;tlly dulled tl1v111. The 
listeners who expertly view these techniques with astonishment are in 
no 'iivay technically educated thereby, but react with resistance and 
re]fftion as won as tht~ techniques are introclucecl to tht>m in thus<' 
contexts in which they have their meaning. vVhether a technique can 
he cu11sidercd progressive ;rnd 'ratio1Ml' depe11ds on this 11u·a11i11g ;u1d 
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on its place in the whole of society as well as in the organization of the 
µarticular \\Ofk. Technical devdoprm.:11t as such can serve crude reac 
ti on as soon as it ha;; estahlishPrl itsPlf as a fetish mcl by it;; p12rfection 
represents the neglected social tasks as already accomplished. This is 
why all :ttternpts to rPforn1 lllass r11U$iC a1Hl n~gressive listening 011 tlw 
ba~is of what exhts are frustrated, Con~umable art music mu~t pay by 
the s,icrifit:e uf its consistency. lts faults are 11ot 'artistic'; every incor­
rectly composed or outmoded chorcl bespeaks the backwardness of 
those to whose demand accommodation is made. But technically c011-
siste11t, harnHmiuus 111:tss 11111sic purifiPcl of all the ele111e11ts of h:td 
pretence would turn into art music and at once lose its mass basis. All 
attunpts at reconuhatwn, whether 111arkel oriented ,irtists or 
collectively-oriented art educators. a.re fruitless. They have accom­
plished nothmg more than handicrafts or the son of products with 
which clirectio11s for use or a social text 111ust be give11, so that 011e 1nay 
be pn lperly informed about the deeper background. 

The positive ,ispect for which the new 111ass nmsic ctnd regressive 
b;tening are praisecl - vitality and technical progrPss, collective breadth 
and relation to an 1mdefined practire, mto \\hose conu.:pts there has 
e11tered tlw supplicant s12lf de1mnciation of tlw intPllectuals, who cu1 
thereby finally end their social alienation from the masses in order to 
co unhthttc thc1n'idws pulitically with co11tcrnporary 111:tss consciuus 
ness - this positive i~ a negative, the irruption into music of a cata­
strophic ph,ise of society. The positive hes locked up solely m its 
11egativity. F12tishi7.ed mass nmsic threatens the feti$hized cultural 
goods. The tension between the two spheres of music has so grown 
that it becu111es difficult for th.: official sphere to huld ns grou11d. 
However little it has to do with technical standards of mass music, 
if U11e co111pares the speoal knowledge of a jaz.z expert wnh that 
of a Toscanini worshipper the frirmer is far ahead of the latter. Rut 
regressive listtning n::presents a growing and mtrcHess enemy not only 
to nmsern11 cultmal but Lu the :tge olcl sacral frn1clio11 of nmsic 
as the locus for the taming of impuhes. Not without penalty, and 
therefore not withom restramt, are the debased products of music,il 
culture surrenderecl to disrespectful play and sadistic lrnrnnur. 

In the face of regressive listening, music as a whole begins to take on 
a cu1mc aspect. One ncul only listen lo the l.mi11lnbited S()t1ority of ct 
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choral rehearsal frorn outside. This experience was caught with great 
force i11 a iilm hy the Marx bruthers, whu demolish a11 upera set as if tu 
clotlw in allPgory the insight of the philosophy of history on tlw decay 
of the operatic form, or i11 a must es tunable piece of refined entertam­
ment, hrP;:ik up a grand piano in order to t;:ike possessiun ofits strings 
in their frame as the true harp of the future, on which to play a prelude. 
Music has become comic in the present plnse prim,irily hec:rnse some­
thing so completely useless is carried on with all the visible signs oft he 
strain of serious ·work. By being alien to solid people, music reveals 
their alie11;:itwn from one another, and the ccmsnousness of alit'nJ!ion 
vents itself m laughter. In rnusic - or similarly in lyric poetry - the 
society wlm:h iudgcd them cumic becomes comic. Hut involved 111 this 
laughter is the decay of the sacral spirit of reco11nliation. All music 
today can very easily sound as Parsifal did to Nietzsche's ear. 1t recalls 
incornprehensible rites and s1irvivi11g masks from ;:in e;:irlier time. and 
is provocative nonsense. The radio, which both wears out music and 
uver exposes it, nukes ;i nujur cu11ti-ibulion Lo this. Perh<ips <i bcth:r 
hom may at some time strike even for the clever follows: one in which 
they may demand, instead of prepared material ready to be switched 
011, the in1provis;:itory displ;:icenw11t of things. a.s the sort of radical 
beginning that can only thrive under the protection of the unshaken 
real vvorld. liven dist:ipli11e c;:in t;:ike over the expressiu11 of free suli<far 
ity if frePdom becomes its content. As little as regressivi' hstPning is a 
symptom uf progress m co11sciousness of freL:dorn, it could suddenly 
turn around if art, in unity with the suciety, should ever le;:ive tlw road 
of the always-identical 

Nut popular rnmic hut artistic music has fimnshed J modd for this 
possibility. It is not for nothing that Mahler is the scandal of all bour­
gems musical aesthetics. They z:all him uncreative because he suspends 
their concept of cre;:itwn itst'lf. Everything with which he occupies 
himself is already there. He accepts it m its vulganzed form; his themes 
~ire exprupnatcd ones. Nevertheless, nothing sounds ~is it w~is wu11t to; 

all things are diverted as if by a magnet. What is worn out yields 
pli,uuly to the improvising hand; the used parts win ,\ second lifo ,is 
variants. Just ;:is tlw chauffeur's knowlPdgP of his old second hand car 
can enable him ro drive it punctually and unrecognized to its intended 
d estin,ttion, so can the ex p1ocssion uf ,\ be,it up rndody, str<ii ning u 1Hlcr 
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the pressure of clarinets and oboes in the upper register, arrive at places 
wlnch the approved musical language could never saldy reach. Such 
music really crystallizes the whole, into which it has incorporaterl the 
vulganzed fragments, into something new, yet 1t takes its material from 
regressive listPning. rnrleerl, one can alrnost think that in Mahler's 
music this experiem:e was seismographically reuirded forty years 
before it pt:rmt.\llt:d socit:ty. l:lut if Mahkr stood athwart th<: conct:pt of 
musical pmgress, neither can the new and radical mu.sic whose most 
advanced prartitioners give allegianre to him in a seemingly para­
doxical way any longer he subsumed exclusively imder the cmicept of 
progress. It pmposes to consciously resist the phenomenon of regres­
s1vc listemng. Tht: terror which Schot:nbt:rg and Webcrn sprcad, today as 
in the past, comes not from their ine< nnprehensibility hut from the fact 
that they are all too t·orrectly understood. Their mus1t· gives form to 
that anxiety, that terror, that insight into rlw catastmphic situation 
which others merely evade by regressing. They are called individualists, 
and }U Lht:ir work is nothing but ,; singk dialogue with rlrt: powers 
which destroy individuality - powers whose 'formless shadow~: fall 
gigantically on their music. ln music, too, collertive powers arc liquid­
ating an individuality past saving, hut against tlwm only individual~ are 
capable of consciously representing the aims of collectivity. 


