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Introduction: Why is Nothing Changing!? 
One of the most surreal moments in American history are the attacks on the United States’ 

Capitol on January 6th. In the long history of the United States, the Capitol had not been violently 

seized since the war of 1812, when it was captured by the British army after a war had begun. On 

the other hand, January 6th happened due to efforts by former President Trump beginning on 

November 7th, 2020, to attempt to overturn the election, culminating in at least 2000 pro-Trump 

protestors breaching the capital of what is supposed to be the paradigm of a stable democracy.1 

The United States feels like it is in a mode of continuous implosion. Implosion because while 

revolts happen momentarily within the country it never seems to amount to a change to the 

caliber that is expected from the event. However, even though the country underwent this 

traumatic event, it is little but a small memory in the back of our minds in the recurring waves of 

new and apparently important crises approaching us. 

 How could it be anything else than a worthless memory receding to the back of our 

minds, amounting to insignificance in the grand scheme of all of the types of content out there? 

Looking at the front-page website of the New York Times, you are inundated with different 

stories all the time. As of writing this, under their live story section, they have news of California 

Storms, something about North American Leaders Summit, and updates to the Russian-Ukraine 

War. Seventeen have died in storms, the magnitude of the storm likely having to do with human 

effects on the climate; but others believe that it is a natural part of the weather cycle. This 

becomes a problem. The Ukraine War is solely aggression on behalf of the Russian government 

to support the independence of a propaganda induced sentiment for independence of the Donetsk 

 
1 Erin Snodgrass and Rebecca Harrington, “A Timeline of Trump’s Efforts to Overturn the 2020 Election,” Insider, 
October 7, 2021, https://www.businessinsider.com/a-timeline-of-trumps-efforts-to-overturn-the-2020-election-
2021-10. 
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oblast as a republic which they can puppeteer, or it is a war due to the genuine desire of the 

people of Donetsk to separate from Ukraine and form a separate nation, be it because of a 

perceived Russian Identity or the perceived oppressive Ukrainian government and their treatment 

of ethnically Russian people. This becomes a problem. An opinion piece on a Trans man in 

Mexico. Whatever the content of the opinion piece may be, one reacts before reading over 

whether he is allowed to exist or is his existence an existential threat to the people of that 

community. This becomes a problem. There are infinitely more headlines on the webpage of 

these news websites, which are designed to add more content to read if you find yourself at the 

bottom of the webpage. On any given day, the website will be populated with new content. 

Every single one of these becomes a problem that has to be thought about and implemented into 

our being as we present ourselves into the world. However, there is absolutely no time to ever do 

so. What are the consequences of this constant consumption without thought? 

 In an essay by Mario Perniola titled “impossible, yet real!”, he describes a change in the 

way that we understand ourselves in time due to an increase in the rational drive of our society. 

He says, “it has always been difficult to predict the future; nevertheless, the subsequent events, 

up to the 1960s, have a more refractory aspect that make use of modern historical and ideological 

categories.”2 Something has changed: not only do our problems appear unpredictable, but this 

happens within the framework of a seemingly increasingly rational world: “Certainly, it is when 

human society seems to become more rational, thanks to extraordinary scientific technological 

inventions, burst into the individual experience and historical facts that seem to belong on the 

horizon, characterized by a irrationality that belongs to the religious and scientific horizon more 

than to the scientific and philosophical, more to psychotic syndromes that then explosions of 

 
2 Mario Perniola, “Impossible, yet Real!,” Cultura 8, no. 1 (2011): 187–212. (p. 189) 
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contradictions or to crises that can be overcome.”3 Just as to me it seems bizarre that the capitol 

riots are effectively equated in television to the local news due to the nature of the presentation, 

Perniola notices this odd construction of reality for similar “cataclysmic events.” Perniola 

introduces four examples: the Iranian revolution, the wildcat strike of 1968, the fall of the berlin 

wall, and the attack on the twin towers, all of which he thought were, “taken one by one and 

isolated from the consequences, are ironic. About the French protests in May 1968, a philosopher 

said… ‘blood has not poured, then nothing has happened.’”4 These moments of rupture in a 

status quo represent something like the necessary eventuality of a contradiction, but it appears to 

us as an impossibility because our perspective is totally skewed to the real that is presented to us; 

that is, a view of reality skewed by rationality.  

The reason why nothing has happened despite blood being spilled (as was the case in the 

attack of the Capital) is because historicism cannot answer these questions choosing to either 

present a historicism of stories or anecdotes to produce a historical image or feeling within a 

person, or one that focuses on important individuals which have affected the course of history. In 

any case, an attempt at a macro history has been abandoned: “What unites these two extreme 

positions is the renunciation of the macro-history of the present time, which now seems 

inaccessible to the large-scale historical narrative, which is more or less plausible and is 

abandoned to machinations, to misinformation and to distortions of communication and political 

struggle.”5 An attempt at understanding history in the traditional sense and thus situating oneself 

in a proper position in this world has been abandoned due to impossibility and the appropriation 

of this hermeneutics to machinations, communications media, and the underlying political 

 
3 Perniola. (p. 189)  
4 Perniola. (p. 189) 
5 Perniola. (p. 203) 
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implication of any macro reading of history. There is no longer any time for a history to be 

developed that is not content and in line with the implications of the machine. 

As one begins their day, they turn to their phone, television, radio, some form of 

information technology device to orient themselves in their world and day. When a person finds 

themselves on New York Times, superficially consuming headlines, and information, they 

manifest the grand recent historical and therefore political macro narrative of our history from 

1945 onwards. In the mode of being financially incentivized to attract people to their site, The 

New York Times is naturally going out to pump out as much as possible given the cheapness of 

production and the gain from advertising, and another form of historiography occurs: “Virtual 

history, is however, a very significant indication of the dissolution not only of the rationality of 

the story but also its credibility: the fact dissolves in the news, the event becomes a simulacrum 

beyond true and false, the action liquefies in communication. It not only takes away the 

possibility of anyone interpreting and narrating the past in an authoritative way, merging what is 

important and what is trivial, but it thins the distance between what really happened and what 

could have happened.”6 What is characteristic of the interaction with news site is an opportunity 

to collect narcissistic wins over one another: I am more well informed than you are, I have 

consumed more headlines than you have today. At face value they have, but they literally have 

not read past the headline, and are only a mobilized feeling based on the feelings of the headline. 

For example, “Cop shoots an innocent man…” as a headline communicates simply that a Police 

Officer has shot a person. Another website claims in the headline “Cop violently murders 

innocent man…” and another may say “Cop defends himself against aggressive perpetrator”, and 

the collection and reading of these articles uncritically emboldens one’s ability to deny all of 

 
6 Perniola. (pg. 207)  
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them, on the basis of it seeming like opinion. Now that they are all opinion, one may choose any 

of them, whichever feels most comfortable. Once again, with time and contemplation removed, 

we have lost the ability to reasonably interpret and implement news and change into our being. 

 While Perniola’s examples cover several decades of time, my examples are those which 

were on the front page on one particular day, yet it seems to me that the magnitude to which I 

hold both sets of events are about the same: total meaninglessness. Further, it is doubtful whether 

these events are believable in a somatic sense: we do not see them as true. Perniola writes: 

“Moreover, a message today is much more communicative than it is controversial. The 

imperialism of advertising has worn at a certain point the prestige of knowledge to make 

obsolete a one way message and imperative: no one believes it anymore!”7 And how could it be? 

How can Sri Lanka’s economy possibly have collapsed just last year? It is unbelievable. And 

maybe that is the point. How can one act when in disbelief? To do nothing at all. Or to laugh. In 

this paper, I will be arguing that the reason we view information in this way is because of the 

corrosive processes of the culture industry. I will first look at Adorno and Horkheimer’s analysis 

of the commodity product from the Dialectic of Enlightenment and what effects it has on our 

being in this world alongside Deborah Cook’s The Culture Industry Revisited, where she will 

bring up and develop the features of the commodity product that Adorno and Horkheimer had 

mentioned. These features of the commodity will show how they can maintain the idea of these 

commodities being desirable to us while simultaneously being cheaply produced. What will 

become clear here is that that our very volitions have adjusted to the shifting of reality, one 

which accepts the logic of technological rationality as the best and only form of reason. As 

commodities become more and more a part of society, language begins to give way to 

 
7 Perniola. (p. 208) 
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accommodate to the reductive nature of existence. Herbert Marcuse’s One-Dimensional Man 

will look at how the producer and the consumer have both been stifled in their ability to 

articulate displeasure at the situation, and instead force one another due to necessity to maintain 

the status quo. As language shifts, and advertisements make it clear what is desirable in this 

world, other ways of living are shunned, economically unviable, and eventually impossible to see 

as possible.  

 Marcuse wrote his work in 1964, and he could not have imagined the advent of the 

internet, and how this might enhance all of the previously described effects. The internet appears 

and it is a better television, a better radio, a better way of transmitting information with one 

another. The emptiness the image of a one-dimensional man produces in us is quite tangible 

compared to the meaninglessness of a person who is actively a part of the internet. Jodi Dean’s 

Blog Theory: Feedback and Capture in the Circuits of Drive, describes how an overabundance 

of content provided by the internet renders all content meaningless, and the ways in which 

engagement with the internet generate more behaviors in people whose purpose is purely the act 

of communication, and not at all the contents of what is being communicated. Finally, I will turn 

to Bernard Stiegler’s The Age of Disruption: Technology and Madness in Computational 

Capitalism, where he describes the consequences of newer technologies and devices that have 

not the opportunity to be considered given the abundance and demand of new content to be 

reacted to. With no opportunity or time to think, Stiegler sees the world heading towards demise, 

a demise that he nonetheless faces courageously in an attempt to avoid this inevitable fate. We 

will conclude by seeing whether this attempt is a worthwhile endeavor.  
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Commodity  
As Adorno and Horkheimer describe it in Dialectic of enlightenment, the world had fallen 

under the spell of the commodity beginning with the culture industries in California. They say: 

“Films and radio no longer need to present themselves as art. The truth that they are nothing but 

business is used as an ideology to legitimize the trash they intentionally produce. They call 

themselves industries, and the published figures for their directors’ income quell any doubts 

about the social necessity of their finished products.”8 The products of the culture industry are 

mass produced for profit, and this profit is guaranteed by ‘legitimizing’ the products to sell what 

would otherwise be trash. Not only that, but it denies what is not produced by the culture 

industry as gross and undesirable. These two concurrent goals are accomplished by the features 

of the commodities which affect us without it passing critical thought. A commodity, simply, is a 

product which provides value and can be exchanged. However, these values are not provided 

directly, but instead come packaged with other values, particularly those which presuppose the 

production of the commodity itself. For its value to be felt as such, the system of production 

itself is validated and affirmed by our consumption. Nonetheless, it may be unclear how these 

products legitimize and make valuable what would otherwise be seen as ‘trash’.  

 How are these products legitimized? The public itself supports what the culture industry 

is selling: it is through the acceptance of the underlying values sold in the commodities that the 

perception of the product changes. Importantly, these values are accepted before any time to 

contemplate their implications and properly implement them into our understanding of our 

world. In The Culture Industry Revisited, Deborah Cook provides an excellent analysis of what 

Adorno thought were the key features of the commodity, these qualities being those by which the 

 
8 Max Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno, and Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical 
Fragments, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2002). (pg. 95) 
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individuals mentality is controlled for by the cultural products themselves. Cook recapitulates 

these qualities: “[…] Adorno repeatedly stressed four distinct features of cultural goods which 

accompany their commodification: Standardization, pseudo-individualism, schematization, and 

stereo-types.” 9 

 Standardization refers to the necessity of a standard given the mass-produced nature of 

the products to reduce the cost of production. This includes not only literal assembly lines, but 

critically everything that is produced with a profit motive. For example, music cannot be mass 

produced in the same way a car is made on an assembly line, yet nonetheless it is, and it is not 

hard to imagine how it may be so. Record labels and artists may select for certain producers and 

sounds that are more or less popular to include in their songs. Cook summarizes Adorno in 

saying that it would not cost much for the producers to not follow musical patterns in other hit 

songs, yet it happens all the time. She explains it as an effort of risk reduction and therefore one 

of rationality: “Different companies competing in the same cultural sector imitate successful 

products, and standards begin to crystallize.”10 The risk is implicit in the incentives for 

producers. Why take a risk and allow an artist to make their own music when you could instead 

provide them with a set of coloring pencils and an outline? The effort that goes into producing a 

hit song is under the assumption that it will be successful enough to break even, which is 

considered a bad outcome anyway. It would also be confused to say that the producer can “allow 

an artist”, since, as we will see a little later on, what the artist at this point can see as within his 

purview to produce is entirely within the scope of what the culture industry finds appropriate. 

We will return to this idea later.  

 
9 Deborah Cook, The Culture Industry Revisited: Theodor W. Adorno on Mass Culture (Lanham, Md: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, 1996). (pg. 39) 
10 Cook. (40) 
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The reasoning for standardization is set, what is the effect? Cook says, “Owing largely to 

the enervating nature of their work in offices and factories, consumers demand products which 

have been pre-digested and made easier to swallow.”11 This introduces another problem for the 

artist, which compels them to follow along the lines of production. If the product is too radical, 

no one will want to consume it, it is far too difficult to understand, and the consumer thinks: I do 

not have the time. There is too much to consume and very little time to think about any of it. 

After all, in a very short while, I will be asleep and then returning to work, dreading that I spent 

my few hours of recovery (normally through mindless entertainment) on something that was too 

difficult to understand and appreciate. The latest pop song on the other hand is good enough, my 

body expects all that is happening, and it enjoys it more for that. Standardization also proves to 

be one of the most dangerous factors of the culture industry. While Adorno is sometimes 

understood as a pessimist, Cook’s analysis of his work on mass culture reveals that there are 

levels of resistance in our psychological constitution which are being eroded, but which perhaps, 

may never be fully destroyed. Cook asserts that “Adorno would claim that the psychological 

dispositions which give rise to the demand for standardized products are themselves the result of 

a socialization process which tends to eliminate autonomy, spontaneity, and individuality in 

consumers.”12 I believe that the pessimistic bend which is commonly understood from Adorno 

may be an indirect result of the project of the culture industry: he still believed that people, once 

the enlightenment bend had passed, permanently understood themselves as having autonomy, 

spontaneity, and individuality. But as his work is swallowed and sold as pop-philosophy for the 

masses, these ideas are forgotten for what is comfortable: that we cannot escape the commodity. 

As such, individuality is indispensable for being able to acknowledge the circumstance and 

 
11 Cook. (41) 
12 Cook. (41) 
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bravely attempt for something different. For the capitalist, individuality is troubling, and this 

addressed in the next feature of the commodity, one which massages the desire to be an 

individual: Pseudo-individuality as installed by the standardization of the product itself.  

 Cook shows that for Adorno standardization played a dual role. Simply put, the function 

of pseudo-individuality is to massage the underlying assertion of individuality that exists within 

us. Cook explains that “The function of pseudo individualism is to create the illusion that there 

are real differences between the standardized products offered by the culture industry.”13 How is 

this accomplished? She explains further that “The illusion of originality or novelty is created by 

using different labels for cultural goods, or by promoting superficial differences between 

them.”14 As an initial example, what other types of hygienic poop related products are there? I 

know of course of toilet paper, and wet wipes, AKA wet toilet paper, and all of the different 

brands between these two types of hygiene products for this particular activity, which we all 

partake in. People will confidently argue and assert opinions on these products and assert their 

individuality from these. And from this the people will set themselves along the lines of wet 

wipes or toilet paper, or even worse, along the lines of brands of products, pointing to superficial 

differences between the two: “it only takes me 15 wipes with brand X than Y!” the person will 

say excitedly, without stopping to wonder why their digestive health is so bad that their feces are 

not solid and require that much toilet paper to clean off. It is easy to agree that we have no choice 

in these particular types of products, and those people arguing the difference are wasting their 

time. Let us look at music once again. How are the differences between the popular songs 

displayed? Pop music in particular has this fascinating and gross appeal to the human spirit in 

 
13 Cook. (42) 
14 Cook. (43) 



Rosario 12 
 

that it constantly uses hand claps as a rhythmic device to keep everyone in tune. How easy it is to 

consume the music and enjoy when across several different genres this sound effect is replicated. 

Why try another rhythmic device when clapping is perfectly fine? The rest of the song is a 

flourish to hide the underlying enjoyment: that there is very little to think about and it sounds 

good. Why does it sound good? We’ve learned to associate and understand clapping as musical 

and enjoyable; many other tiny factors play into this psychological game to attempt to overcome 

the problem of actually trying to sell the song to the person, which all ultimately plays into one 

of the most destructive aspects of the commodity: the schematization of consumption which 

provides standard perspectives from which to consume, which further reduces one’s individuality 

while maintaining the illusion thereof. In the overwhelming presence of the commodity, being 

able to assert one’s individuality is important in these slightly different products, even if it is 

done in the context of the commodity itself. It shows that the individual may not be fully 

calculated for in the culture industry and is instead given categories to fit into based on the slight 

differences amongst the standardized products.  

 Cook captures Adorno’s idea of the schema from his essay “Fernsehen als Ideologie” as a 

pattern which may be recognized, and the expected outcome understood. Cook says “In this and 

similar cases, patterns or schemata can be understood as standardized frames of reference. 

Adorno claimed that these frames of reference were drawn from early modern novels and 

adhered ‘to the almost unchanged ideology of early middle-class society.’”15 Just as when you 

hear a hand clap in a song you instantly assume your expectation for the rest of the song to be 

correct and strike rhythmically with these claps, and therefore no active thinking is required on 

the side of the listener. Similarly, when one sees cues in movies and shows which clearly 

 
15 Cook. (46) 
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indicate a certain direction of events, one’s brain gives up the investigation since it is a foregone 

conclusion. It is in the interest of the culture industry to deliver on this. Pseudo-individuality 

serves to give the person the perspective that they genuinely discovered those series of events 

following the cue without realizing that so had everyone else in the theater. Once the person has 

been engaged in this thinking, the effect of the schemata kicks in. Cook explains the effect as 

follows: “the main effect that schemata have on viewers is to condition or encourage them to 

understand their own experiences unreflectively in a way similar to that found in the media.”16 

We like to think in the position of one of the characters in the movie, who does not know and 

who may have the ability to change the course of the film; we are comparable to this character. 

The sheer realism of the depictions in movies makes it easier for the viewer to relate to 

themselves and understand themselves through this interaction. The character in the movie 

watches TV, drinks Starbucks, plays videogames, and so on, all products of the culture industry. 

Thus, it becomes hard to imagine other possibilities of being in the presence of the commodity. If 

we adapt to these developments and understand them closely, we might draw the fantastic 

conclusions of these films as being possible within the culture industry. A frequent moviegoer 

might eventually subconsciously accept: A person finding true connection in the very same world 

I inhabit, with all of the same products? I must adhere to their way of life to achieve what they 

have. If we constantly expect the same, then we do not see the point in the difference. In a movie 

that wishes to fully propagandize capitalism, you might imagine a person who works in a factory 

and enjoys their work, and then goes home to enjoy their entertainment, and is satisfied with the 

state of things: the conflict in the movie is not that standardized form of living, it will be 

something else. In the interest of the film and storytelling, the character will never experience 

 
16 Cook. (46) 
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discomfort in his living conditions, especially if that is not the conflict of the movie; this would 

only detract from it. Even in a movie about a person addicted to television, the conflict resolution 

would be that it was their fault they became addicted, not an inevitability for a percentage of 

people in our world. Seeing this basic set up in movies over and over again, one can begin to 

make the natural connection that there is nothing wrong with the capitalist mode of production 

and the watching of TV, drinking of Starbucks, playing of videogames.  

We have described a system that aims at purveying a schema through which one views 

products in order to legitimize the products of that system. Within the logic of mass production 

and the quest for efficiency, it is naturally expected that the system of the culture industry gets 

better at what it does over time. We already have the example of the culture industry being 

defended by its own victims, the masses. The more direct form of its own establishment lies in 

its attempt to abolish the boundary between reality and illusion. Returning to Adorno and 

Horkheimer’s analysis temporarily, they say, “the whole world is passed through the filter of the 

culture industry. The familiar experience of the moviegoer, who perceives the street outside as a 

continuation of the film he has just left, because the film seeks strictly to reproduce the world of 

everyday perception, has become the guideline for production”17. A movie works to play into our 

expectations and predictions because it is satisfying. When a particular cliché in a movie has a 

predictable outcome, it is a glimmer of meaning that we grab onto in our desperate search for it. 

That we can identify a causal relation between a particular outcome and action is something that 

we no longer have to worry about, it has been resolved. When we step out into the world and we 

see meaning in it, we do not have to wonder about anything at all. In particular, the film does this 

through its seeming objectivity, the authors claim: “They are so constructed that their adequate 

 
17 Horkheimer, Adorno, and Schmid Noerr, Dialectic of Enlightenment. (99) 
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comprehension requires a quick, observant, knowledgeable cast of mind but positively debars the 

spectator from thinking, if he is not to miss the fleeting facts.”18 A film, a countless number of 

individual images put together represents all of the expected and given in a society at such a pace 

that there isn’t much time to stop and think of it. In any shot in a movie there are going to be 

cultural products which always seem that they are in the right place, in a meaningful way. Take 

as a quick example the case of the Starbucks cup in a shot in the HBO show Game of Thrones. 

Sitting plainly in view, in front of one of the main characters of the show is a Starbucks cup, in a 

fantasy show set in a magical medieval age. With countless people on that set, and countless 

people reviewing the footage to check for mistakes, the Starbucks cup remains in the scene in the 

show.19 In this case, it was noticed by audiences watching the show, but the suggestion that 

Adorno and Horkheimer make is that the relentless iteration in the culture industry will 

eventually conceal the cup in the future.  

 In more benign cases, the culture industry will shut out people who object absolutely. A 

precondition to being accepted in the world as it is, is an acceptance of the schematism 

established by the culture industry. Adorno and Horkheimer say “Anyone who does not conform 

is condemned to an economic impotence which is prolonged in the intellectual powerlessness of 

the eccentric loner. Disconnected from the mainstream, he is easily convicted of inadequacy”20 

Alongside the social pressure one might feel from not being part of the larger group, the culture 

industry’s schema is that of discrimination towards those who do not accept the system. In 

particular, films achieve their purpose of eroding the border between reality and fiction. We see 

 
18 Horkheimer, Adorno, and Schmid Noerr. (100) 
19 “Is That a Starbucks Cup in Game of Thrones? - The Verge,” May 6, 2019, 
https://www.theverge.com/2019/5/6/18530917/game-of-thrones-got-season-8-hbo-final-last-of-the-starks-
starbucks-coffee-cup-blooper. 
20 Horkheimer, Adorno, and Schmid Noerr, Dialectic of Enlightenment. (106) 
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ourselves in the movies and we understand our position in the movie as we do in the world. What 

happens to this disconnected individual? Adorno and Horkheimer assumed that they had to 

assimilate. To drive this point home, they say “The more all-embracing the culture industry has 

become, the more pitilessly it has forced the outsider into either bankruptcy or a syndicate […] 

It’s victory is twofold: what is destroyed as truth outside its sphere can be reproduced 

indefinitely within it as lies.”21 This is one of the most productive aspects of the culture industry. 

It not only minimizes the work it has to do to accomplish the same nugget of enjoyment within 

each person, but it reduces the discomfort of having to ostracize people. They add: “Not only 

does it persuade them that its fraud is satisfaction; it also gives them to understand that they must 

make do with what is offered, whatever it may be.”22  They are not acting rationally, we think. 

We take for granted our enjoyment of these products and become disdainful of the alternatives 

since what we see in the movies, and media in general is attempting to replicate the real world 

presented with its own rationality, and thus imbuing its particular meaning into our 

understanding of important concepts. This understanding of meaning, generated entirely 

heteronomously, is a gross understanding of the human being. The exploration of the human 

being and its purpose is a very complicated question, and to reduce it to a value generated by 

what we see on the screen is depressing. Adorno and Horkheimer talk about this: The culture 

industry has sardonically realized man’s species being. Everyone amounts only to those qualities 

by which he or she can replace everyone else…”23 The only understanding that is possible within 

this schema about ourselves is that we are worthless, replaceable, and ultimately meaningless in 

the organization of society. Or, as the culture industry would have you choose, our meaning is 

 
21 Horkheimer, Adorno, and Schmid Noerr. (107) 
22 Horkheimer, Adorno, and Schmid Noerr. (113) 
23 Horkheimer, Adorno, and Schmid Noerr. (116-117) 
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found within our ability to be the same, a consumer of all of the trash that it produces at 

increased profits with reduced cost. Standardize the consumer and the profits become 

guaranteed. We are reduced to lab rats in a chemical experiment: the biological mechanisms 

exist for our satisfaction. We feel satiated when we consume a well-balanced diet, but we may 

overconsume sugar and still feel hungry afterwards, even if we meet our caloric needs for the 

day. Through erosion of leptin signaling, the brain is unable to properly announce that we are 

full, and thus we will tend towards overconsumption, then obesity, then death. The more 

expedited the culture industry can induce this process the more effectively it is working, and the 

closer we are to a replication of a proven lab experiment, only serving to support the underlying 

assumptions of the world. 

Stereotypes are similar to schemata in that they also attempt to present a particular way of 

being as the only way of being. A stereotype of a person suggests a simple person to understand, 

there is nothing difficult to digest about a person who is a stereotype, nothing to worry about and 

nothing to investigate. As such Deborah cook notes that, both schemata and stereotypes work 

towards a similar goal: “[they] help to standardize behavior, ensuring that individuals do not 

deviate from what is socially acceptable.”24 Of course, what is socially acceptable is whatever 

makes the culture industry the most money. Later on, we will see that this adoption of 

stereotypes of lifestyles will cause some instability to consumption. In attempts to calculate for 

the person completely, the effects of the commodity can leak at the seams, causing the moments 

of inconsequential implosions which we see on the news all the time. 

 
24 Cook, The Culture Industry Revisited. (46) 
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 This is the effect of the commodity on a society afflicted by the culture industry. What is 

important to understand is that the commodity as such is establishing reality as we see it. The 

schematized judgement towards certain products and our stereotyped behaviors we replicate 

from movies has created a whole artificial world which is nonetheless reality. Of course, 

distinguishing between before and after the culture industry implies a different reality, and the 

inclination might be to give this a value judgement, a positive one, given that the reality I 

describe is not good for us. However, as we find our psyche beaten into a particular form of 

understanding, it is impossible to say if the pre-culture industry reality was more or less real in 

an objective sense. It simply was what it was. One common critique against Adorno is that in his 

analysis of the family structure, before the late capitalist developments that have supplanted the 

role of the family, he seems to suggest a prescription based on his description. Cook suggests 

that instead it was an appeal to something different: “In fact, Adorno was describing a state of 

affairs which he claimed had existed for roughly two and a half centuries. He was by no means 

advocating a return to this state of affairs […] Viewed positively, Adorno contended that the 

bourgeois patriarchal family fostered a certain degree of independent decision-making and 

rational self-control. Such autonomy can only be realized, not by reverting or regressing to a 

former state, but by progressing to a new one.”25 Our problem thus is not a simple one of 

returning to an old state of being. Our condition has been irreparably changed, and we can only 

trudge forward, perhaps taking a slightly different course to avoid the seemingly oncoming 

implosions, whose scale cannot be properly accounted for, as seen in the events of January 6 th.  

Understanding the effects of the commodity, we see that within this schema we still have 

the concept of individuality, which underlies pseudo-individualism. The culture industry wishes 
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it could simply totally internalize itself in its subject, but it cannot. The status of autonomy, 

freedom, and spontaneity present themselves as potentials for resistance, which are only 

massaged by the culture industry but not totally erased. A continued analysis of the culture 

industry and its methods are necessary in order to uncover more unresolved knots in the human 

assembly line. It is important to remember Adorno and Horkheimer’s conception of the culture 

industry is twofold, it has a Freudian analysis and a Marxist analysist, the former having to do 

with the concept of the Id, ego, and superego, and on the other hand, the erosion of use-value and 

subsequent meaningful and therefore real replacement with exchange value instead. Let us look 

at psychoanalysis first and see what insights it provides.  

 Freud’s theory of the drives was used by Adorno to explore the development of the id, 

ego, and superego in late capitalist society. Adorno thought that as a result of the socio-economic 

circumstances of the time there had developed a new pathology which was “[…] of course, that 

of narcissism. With the decline of the father’s authority, the Oedipus complex […] remains 

unsolved ‘and the satisfaction of the instincts is partially or totally withdrawn from other 

people.’”26The Oedipus complex, whose resolution implies the formation of a superego based on 

familial context, is not resolved, and thus enjoyment is drawn from other people rather than an 

overarching superego providing satisfaction. With an unresolved superego, our moral conscious 

is liable to easily become hijacked by extra familial forces. Cook quotes Christopher Lasch in 

describing the effects of this: That the decline of the establishment of the super ego in a familial 

context “reinforces the aggressive, dictatorial elements in the superego and thus make it more 

difficult than ever for instinctual desires to find acceptable outlets.”27 Cook explains that these 
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archaic images are those of an all-powerful father and a primitive mother, which is why Adorno 

noticed narcissism becoming an increasingly relevant pathology and attached it to the Nazis and 

the culture industries. In particular for the culture industry Cook quotes him partially: “This 

narcissistic gain can also be seen in the pseudo-cultured who derive from the culture industry the 

sense of being a part of an elect group: ‘the pseudo-cultured person counts himself among the 

saved; among the damned is everything which might call his reign – and everything connected to 

it – into question.’”28 This is an incredibly important personality type in the late capitalist 

society, because it has it some natural xenophobia. It rejects other ways of being as it positions 

itself from the perspective of the all-powerful father, who is fully in control of the consumption 

of the commodity, while not realizing that they have totally succumbed to the drives of 

capitalism and cannot help but to consume commodities. Their logic is as follows: If someone 

else is behaving differently than me, they have to be worse off, because I understand myself in 

the best socio-economic system, which provides for me all of the needs which are unbeknownst 

to me, some of which are generated by the same socio-economic system and are thus artificial. 

However, this artificial need becomes indistinguishable from a vital need. The perspective of the 

system from which this personality type stands is unassailable, as a narcissist would be with their 

convictions. 

 A key part of this personality is the ego-weakness that lies therein. Ego weakness means 

that conversely the ego-strength or more precisely, the ego-autonomy that one might have gotten 

through their regular development was interrupted. For Jessica Benjamin, a psychoanalyst 

developing and critiquing Adorno’s ideas about individual psychology in mass culture, who 

Cook summarizes as saying that “For both, essentially the same social and economic conditions 
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are responsible for changes in the family and these changes have similar psychological 

consequences. At issue is which factor mediates between socio-economic conditions and the loss 

of ego autonomy: is it the instrumentalization of mother’s love in a ‘patriarchy without a father’ 

or is it the father’s loss of authority?”29 Cook suggests that it might be a combination of both, but 

that nonetheless the weakness of the ego can be seen in the ambivalence to the authority 

figures.30 The standard suggestion is that a person establishes their idea of superego through 

interactions with the parents, and the id is established through its suppression and interaction 

with ones understanding of the parent images and the introjections thereof from the superego, 

and therefore derived from one’s family structure. As such, it becomes clear that “Ego weakness, 

exploited by external agencies and forces, allows the superego and the id to play a far greater 

role in individual psychology than they did in the past.”31 Christopher Lasch articulates this idea, 

that the upbringing of a child and their moral standing has been taken up by the culture industry. 

Cook partially quotes Lasch, “the child rearing functions have been assumed more and more ‘by 

surrogate parents responsible not to the family but to the state, to private industry […].”32 We 

find then, that the superego is effectively a product of the culture industry, whereas before it 

might have been the patriarchal family structure. This is not to say that the previous method of 

developing the superego is necessarily a good one but that it merely is a different method, which 

at the very least established some sort of ego autonomy through which a total domination and 

subjugation to a way of being could be avoided as one does not find their super ego being all 

powerful with archaic images and instead limited by reasonable cultural ideals, and thus would 

hopefully not immediately identify existence under capitalism as the best way of existing. Now 
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that we have seen how the superego is restructured to appreciate the presuppositions of the 

production of the commodity, the other half of the equation however remains unexamined: the 

id. Do we have instincts that lead us to choosing these ‘trash’ products? 

 The Id, simply understood as instincts, is the underlying desires that we have. One simple 

example is a desire for food and shelter. However, we generally do not default to eating other 

people to fill ourselves with food, because the superego is massaging the desires and preventing 

self-destruction, which would follow from doing something of that magnitude to another person 

given the expected law that they could do the same back to you. That is to say, that our 

perception of our desires is attenuating some and amplifying others based on the balance of 

pleasure and the reality of attaining this pleasure, to produce what is our Ego, our conscious 

mind state of self. The way that we interact with the world is thus a back and forth between these 

two forces. However, the superego has been supplanted by private industry, and the way that the 

instinct develops itself becomes warped towards a particular system: “Using similar techniques, 

such as the reanimation of superego introjects, Nazi leaders and the culture industry both solicit 

and repress the instincts, encouraging them to conform to and harmonize with the goals and 

interests of the existing socio-economic order.”33 Hence, the concept of false needs becomes 

clear, needs which are not necessary for maintenance of self but which seem indispensable and 

comparable to vital needs. This is what makes it so difficult to simply say that capitalism is the 

best state of things. We are experiencing commodities as larger than life, more exciting than 

what they are, our self-control for desires of these objects seems to be destroyed in the face of 

advertising taking over the place of standard familiar structures to develop the superego, and the 
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consequences of constantly chasing these desires is not clear, and moreover is encouraged as an 

enjoyable thing. 

One Dimensional Opposition 
 So far, I have spoken about a personality type being developed in the culture industry 

which would be more susceptible to the products thereof, and to be uncritical in its acceptance of 

the products. Herbert Marcuse writes in a time seeing the advanced effects of the mass-produced 

commodity. What happens when the internalization of this system of thought fully takes hold of 

the subject? As we have already seen, the id has become susceptible to manipulation based on 

the weakening of the superego through constant forced or willing consumption of commodities 

blasted through the Radio, TV, magazines, and the continually emerging means of delivering 

content. What do these people look like and what are the possibilities therein to avoid this 

condition?  

 Whereas Adorno and Horkheimer saw the products of the culture industry as gilded trash, 

Marcuse saw the project as fundamentally changing our view of the products of the culture 

industry. They are not merely trash, but the products are a result of a genuine desire comparable 

to those vital needs which we understand as a project to maintain our life. Vital needs such as 

food and shelter are realistically juxtaposed with a desire to alleviate through consumption the 

toils the body receives through its exploitation. For Marcuse, a proper understanding of needs 

need to be grounded in the historical continuum: “Whether or not the possibility of doing or 

leaving, enjoying, or destroying, possessing or rejecting something is seized as a need depends 

on whether or not it can be seen as desirable and necessary for the prevailing societal institutions 
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and interests. In this sense, human needs are historical needs […]”34The historical project 

described so far has been one of subjugation to a particular understanding of the individual, the 

meaning of freedom, our relation to labor and work and the shift thereof engenders in us an 

orientation in the world which faces towards a mode of production. He further describes the false 

need: “‘False’ are those which are superimposed upon the individual by particular social interests 

in his repression the needs which perpetuate toil, aggressiveness, misery, and injustice.”35 The 

particular look of these false needs is a little bit vague. We understand easily that we need to eat 

food to survive. Further, one can say that separately from the vital needs, alleviation is needed as 

a prerequisite to be able to continue the toils, simply because what is happening to the worker is 

an extraction of excess which has to be fulfilled in another way, otherwise their exhaustion might 

threaten to overthrow the system. This fulfillment is found in the very products we produce; we 

eat a McDonalds burger whose ingredients are sourced from the labor of thousands of people to 

be able to subsidize the low cost. The effectiveness of the system, however, lies in the reduction 

of the cost of the commodity while concealing how low quality it is in the advertising and 

imagery provided by the entertainment and advertising industry. Thus, we are artificially 

satisfied, or better yet, we come in tune with the system such that we really become satisfied. 

This is of course a contradiction, but it is a contradiction which we fundamentally understand as 

part of our reality.  

 The vagueness between false needs and vital needs is intentional. This vagueness is a 

consequence of the shift from work to labor, the attitude of mass production. Marcuse says, “the 

judgement of needs and their satisfaction, under the given conditions, involves standards of 
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priority – standards which refer to the optimal development of the individual, of all individuals, 

under the optimal utilization of the material and intellectual resources available to man.”36 

Marcuse describes technological rationality as the standard for our society. The recent continuum 

of history has been the development of more efficient modes of production, so as the mass 

production of commodities has become ‘desirable and necessary’, the needs we find in ourselves 

have also become ‘desirable and necessary.’ As this has introjected itself at the base of our 

constitution, our desires, a rejection of these desires can only be a lie: “As long as they are kept 

incapable of being autonomous, as long as they are indoctrinated and manipulated (down to their 

very instincts), their answer to this question [of needs] cannot be taken as their own.” 37  In this 

situation, it becomes very easy for the culture industry to introduce new needs, which leaves 

society unable to ascent or decline based on their autonomy, which has been fully captured in 

drives of entertainment and distraction. 

 This becomes a difficult challenge because we find ourselves in a situation where the 

ostensible dogmatism of the world produces contradictions here and there that have to be 

addressed, but the overwhelming circumstance is one of suppression of this very practice. This 

means that our ability to notice this dogmatism is also weakened. We have no time to think. The 

opportunity to do so is seized simultaneously at work and at home: “Today this private space has 

been invaded and whittled down by technological reality. Mass production and mass distribution 

claim the entire individual, and industrial psychology has long since ceased to be confined to the 

factory.” 38  Simply, we go to work and lose our ability to think due to the overwhelmingly 

tiresome nature of our work; the most effective factory will not permit the worker to take a break 
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even to think. We leave work and nevertheless we go in our car and listen to the radio and our 

ability to think is captured once again. We go home and sit down and watch TV, and the same 

thing happens, except rather than the absence of thinking as one discovers in work, thinking is 

replaced by content. In any case, our language is not adequate to articulate an opposition to the 

circumstance, even if we did not have a radio or TV which prevented us from thinking.   

 What is heard on the radio, seen on TV, and understood at work? That the prevailing and 

true logic of the world is one of technological rationality. Marcuse talks about how technology is 

not just a neutral aspect of our society, but that it has overridden our desires by transcending 

necessity: “From this point on, technical progress would transcend the realm of necessity, where 

it served as the instrument of domination and exploitation which thereby limited its rationality; 

technology would become subject to the free play of faculties in the struggle for the pacification 

of nature and society.”39 Technological progress understood properly is to see it as an overriding 

factor in our decision making. Labor and work have collapsed into one understanding under 

technological progress: that we can reach happiness by submitting to the modes of production. 

These possibilities reveal a warped view of freedom which is entirely within the scope of 

suppression of the culture industry. Technological rationality as such is a political tool to 

maintain people under a “pacified existence.” Pacified existence is the submission of one’s own 

ordering of values and autonomy to the mode of production in order to pursue one’s fulfilment in 

life through labor. Nonetheless, the pacified existence finds itself always on defense: it is always 

on attack from the overabundance of content, and those who think that the satisfaction found 

within is not worth it: it is an insult to say that one’s way of enjoying life is bad. Thus, the 

political and social character of technological rationality appear. As Marcuse puts it, 
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“Technological rationality reveals its political character as it becomes the great vehicle of better 

domination, creating a truly totalitarian universe in which society and nature, mind and body are 

kept in a state of permanent mobilization for the defense of this universe.”40 Society works 

clearly to oppose other forms of production and therefore existence from without, but also from 

within. The most dangerous enemy within a pacified existence is a difference in being that does 

not align with the rational project. However, the difference has been flattened due to the 

acceptance and adherence of the rational and therefore technological view of the world.  

Different character archetypes, ways of being, who might have represented another way 

of life have been reconstituted under the rational thought process. These archetypes which 

Adorno and Horkheimer might have seen as remnants of the early modern past are instead 

reproduced in favor of technological rationality. Marcuse writes: “They are no longer images of 

another way of life but rather freaks or types of the same life, serving as an affirmation rather 

than a negation of the established order.” 41 The mobster and businessman are only a product of 

the mode of production, and their logic within the movie will necessarily support the current 

status quo otherwise they would not be present in the movie. Their existence necessitates 

prerequisites to make their actions possible. The robin hood hero of current society is someone 

who does a short on a particular stock, supposedly extracting money from the corporations, 

whose entire foundation of wealth is based on the publicly raised value of the company. 

Nonetheless, for the heroic robin hood act to happen for the current day stock trader, they depend 

on the stock system to be operating, which is only possible in the present mode of production. 

Whereas the older character types might have been another possibility, something which has not 
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been managed or squeezed out of society properly and thus must be represented as overly bad, 

our modern character types only reproduce the mode of society by their actions in the world 

which has had its values and meanings fundamentally shifted towards that of supporting the logic 

of the commodity. 

 As positive and negative character types are resolved within the system as to not interrupt 

the consumption of the commodity, as products suggest ways of use, and even as music has 

standardized, the limiting of possibilities and convergence of opposites is broadcasted to us 

constantly without us caring. The household has been invaded, the traditional home of the 

development of the superego, and it has been invaded by a One-Dimensional Man. Marcuse 

describes this arguably non-human being as follows: “Thus emerges a pattern of one-

dimensional thought and behavior in which ideas, aspirations, and objectives that, by their 

content, transcend the established universe of discourse and action are either repelled or reduced 

to terms of this universe. They are redefined by the rationality of the given system and of its 

quantitative extension.” 42 The way for this one-dimensional man to exist, and to make sense of 

the world and to have effect on the world is to conform to the one-dimensionality of the 

critiques. Capitalism is a foregone conclusion, the one-dimensional understands “but nonetheless 

climate change is a problem. How can we handle climate change within the system?” Which is 

of course, to ask the system to work against itself, or to make climate change a part of the 

product, in a building for example, by superficially including recycling. The critique that the 

building does not address the issue then falls flat to the one-dimensional man, he might then 

point to the willingness and ability of the building owners to want to address climate change by 

adding recycling bins. The challenge at hand is finding something different despite the efforts of 
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both the consumer and producer, who are the same person, to repel or reduce this difference to 

an understanding within the universe of technological rationality. How can we grab ahold of 

them and present to them that to avoid climate change in its current form, we have to avoid the 

technological rationalism of capitalism, which assumes and inexhaustibility of natural materials 

in the first place? 

 The change will not be found by clamoring to the producers, as they have lost the ability 

to control the means of production as such, as the system has overgrown itself and administered 

even the producer: “the capitalist bosses and owners are losing their identity as responsible 

agents; they are assuming the function of bureaucrats in a corporate machine.”43 The modes of 

production are too rational, and the workers are too pacified with the products of their labor. The 

boss then assumes the same role as the worker overseeing machines making products. They 

oversee the human machine making products and the managerial position becomes confusing: 

what is there to adjust? The machine is working as intended and it is not revolting. The thought 

is cast on themselves: What am I doing? Thus, the dialectical relationship is broken, and both the 

worker and the boss become subjects: “and this mutual dependence is no longer the dialectal 

relationship between master and servant, which has been broken in the struggle for mutual 

recognition, but rather a vicious cycle which encloses both the master and the servant.”44As the 

bosses find themselves dependent on societal pacification, they do not have a choice as to not 

produce. Not having the products be served, which have been reconstituted as vital needs would 

necessarily lead to a revolt and the only person who is logically at fault, under this technological 

rationality, is the boss. The workers impress upon the boss a vital necessity to be fulfilled or 
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otherwise be replaced by another bureaucrat, as a worker might. Both the worker and the boss act 

beyond their capacities to maintain the status quo, as in defense against a threat of no longer 

having the commodity which could threaten the simplicity of satisfaction following a long day of 

labor.  

 The one-dimensional man is both the producer and the worker who justifies the current 

way of being under the necessity of production, which effectively encloses all of society in this 

mode of thought. And of course, why think differently: life is good! The surplus extracted from 

labor appears to be enjoyed just fine within this dimension: “the growing productivity of labor 

creates an increasing surplus product which […] allows an increased consumption […]; there is 

no reason to insist on self-determination if the administered life is the comfortable and even the 

‘good’ life. This is the rational and material ground for the unification of opposites, for one-

dimensional political behavior.” 45 A clear example elaborated by Marcuse is the welfare state. 

The logic of welfare is that of providing for those who do not make enough based on their 

employment. This is only possible if the worker’s time is producing less than he needs for his 

sustenance. Welfare admits the unequal nature of the system, but nevertheless admits it as a 

logical since it makes use of the surplus that is generated and redistributes it based on need; a 

true need which is generated by the very system which is producing the circumstance of the 

necessity of welfare. On both sides of the aisle, however, the issue is not whether the existence of 

the welfare state is justified, or any other form of thought. The issue is whether the welfare 

provided is enough or too much. If too much is provided, the worker would no longer need a job, 

and if too little is provided, the worker would be at risk of being unable to work efficiently, 

whether it be through momentary revolt such as strikes or exhaustion taking over. What is being 
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managed and argued about is how much weight we want to put towards productivity at the 

expense of the human body. This is the totality of politics in technological rationality. Welfare 

extends the value that can be extracted from the body by serving as stabilization for anything 

irrational and pacifies the worker.  

 What could happen that is irrational to the worker? Any extenuating circumstance such as 

a family death is effectively handled in the language of the boss and the worker. As the flattening 

of difference has occurred in our behavior and what we consume through mass media, our 

language has been changed to fit the reality of the world as such: technological rationality. The 

overwhelming presence of this thought has limited our world and the possibilities within it. 

Marcuse writes, “However, the total mobilization of all media for the defense of the established 

reality has coordinated the means of expression to the point where communication of 

transcending contents becomes technically impossible. […] the impossibility of speaking a non-

reified language, of communicating the negative – has ceased to be a specter. It has 

materialized.” 46 The irrationality is the possibility of something else. That the worker could be 

happier not within this system is irrational, and the worker will see it as such. To believe in this 

possibility would be to limit their ability to go out into the world and consume all of the different 

commodities which instinctually are desired. Marcuse further writes: “Artistic alienation is 

sublimation. It creates the images of conditions which are irreconcilable with the established 

reality principle but which, as cultural images, become tolerable, even edifying, and useful.” 47 

The use is to reduce the capacity for the consumer to think differently. To enter an artistic world 

where anything is possible, only to find a reproduction of the real world serves to limit the 
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human imagination. Not only that, but the language of the day does not allow for a different 

understanding.  

Synthesis of Language and Advertising 
 For Marcuse, the language we speak has an incredibly important role in the possibilities 

we have available to us. As he saw it: “It is the word that orders and organizes, that induces 

people to do, to buy, and to accept” and further, that the possibility of meaning in the word is lost 

to the machinations of the advance industrial society, which collapses that possibility into one: 

“It is transmitted in a style which is a veritable linguistic creation; a syntax in which the structure 

of the sentence is abridged and condensed in such a way that no tension, no “space” is left 

between the parts of the sentence.” 48 This is a consequence of the current schematism: “This is 

technological reasoning, which tends to ‘identify things and their functions.’” 49 Because the only 

meaning for the word is that which is suggested by technological reasoning, the possibility of a 

difference in the meaning is foreclosed. This heavily implicates words that are concepts rather 

than things in the world into a particular view. Forcing people to view the necessity of the 

commodity, via the four features of the commodity becomes much easier when the language is 

suited to accepting this perception. The success of the capture of language has been in redefining 

the understanding of base objects in the world to undermine understandings of concepts such as 

“freedom” and “democracy” to be entirely different and suited to the culture industry in the way 

that they are seen.  

As Marcuse says, trying to describe these words differently than the prescribed 

understanding, especially when the society is mobilized to be wary of any difference makes it 
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difficult to explore any critical ideas in the current realm of language. Just in the same way that 

someone living a different lifestyle under the system is a threat to the whole, articulating that 

false needs predominate our ability to think properly is a danger in the sense that the language 

used is based on technological rationality which would justify these artificially created, yet 

increasingly real needs because of the role of language. Why talk about freedom and getting it 

when we already have it? Marcuse describes the changed perception of the concept of freedom 

“Thus, the fact that the prevailing mode of freedom is servitude, and that the prevailing mode of 

equality is superimposed inequality is barred from expression by the closed definitions of these 

concepts in terms of the powers which shape the respective universe of discourse” 50. What 

remains are the contradictions which are readily accepted: We might have understood freedom 

either in the radical sense of being able to do literally anything, or in the Kantian sense of having 

the most autonomy within a normative system we agree to. Today, if freedom is talked about it is 

freedom from work, which is only possible through work: The free time received after work is 

freedom, and the freest person is those who can minimize the amount of time they work while 

maximizing the amount of money earned to be free to consume as much as one would like. 

Liberty refers to a liberty to choose to buy a product anywhere, or a liberty to work anywhere. As 

it is the word that orders, we can understand the world as it is in so far as the word allows us to. 

Liberty from the commodity does not make any sense in this language: we are at liberty to 

choose any product we want, all of which are standardized, and this liberty amounts to the 

pseudo-individuality of choice presented by these slightly differing products. Nonetheless, since 

concepts are concepts, they necessarily call for an analysis of the concept itself, since it doesn’t 

have an immediate worldly correlation. However, the abundance of content has prevented the 
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critical moment of negation in the meaning of words: “relatively new is the general acceptance 

of these lies by public and private opinion, the suppression of their monstrous content.” 51 A nuke 

being understood as a device to maintain peace under the idea of mutually assured destruction is 

a combination of two irreconcilable and opposite terms. Peace through death, and life through 

war in a mode of defense against the collapse of this system are logical propositions under 

technological rationality and the current language allows for it. Just like how art discloses the 

possibility of another reality and ways of understanding, the word discloses and limits the 

possibility of a different understanding as well.  

Whatever opportunity of discussion is possible under the confused understanding of the 

word is shown by the image-like quality with which words are presented. Marcuse describes this 

of the advertising industry: “Speech and writing are grouped around ‘impact lines’ and ‘audience 

rousers’ which convey the image. This image may be ‘freedom’ or ‘peace’ or the ‘nice guy’ or 

the ‘communist’ or ‘Miss Rheingold.’ The reader or listener is expected to associate (and does 

associate) with them a fixated structure of institutions, attitudes, aspirations, and he is expected 

to react in a fixated, specific manner.” 52 What is important is that the constant consumption of 

media which reorders our understanding of the words we speak with, our false and base needs 

are reconstituted under a notion of necessity which prevents us from seeing other possibilities. 

The association of words to feelings reduces the possibility of discussion, when all words are 

affects rather than communicative, they do not entangle and work with one another, but rather 

push back one-dimensionally along the spectrum of technological rationality. What is missing 

under this language scheme is the rest of human possibility: “A whole dimension of human 
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activity and passivity has been de-eroticized. The environment from which the individual could 

obtain pleasure […] has been rigidly reduced.”53 The hope is to be able to reclaim this dimension 

of human activity. Something else could exist, and I know that the current state of things is not as 

much as I could be. Discussion can be enjoyable, but the discussion itself has to happen with 

properly communicative words, not just affects as words, as developed by advertising and the 

consumption of the commodity. People are not immune to hearing the idea, but rather this idea 

has been captured and introduced into the language of the world and reduced to a worthless 

protest. They might be hearing an idea, but what this idea could be is limited and only points to a 

possibility within the current status quo, not anything beyond it. The reified language, which 

reproduces the technological rationality absolutely, prevents the proper articulation of any 

critique. With our language collapsing into a binary, our human capacity to think – as words and 

language can go beyond a restatement of the world out there – is being destroyed. 

Along with the mobilizing of instinctual energies to desire what is possible within the 

industry, and otherwise all normalization of the current mode of production has reduced 

language and with it the ability to think: “the result is the atrophy of the mental organs for 

grasping the contradictions and the alternatives, and in the one remaining dimension of 

technological rationality, the happy consciousness comes to prevail.” 54 The happy consciousness 

is the desired product of the culture industry as such: it is a person who has lost the ability to 

think, who is much more easily manipulable, and can be sold packaged trash and convinced it 

has value. He says further: “Conversely, loss of conscience due to the satisfactory liberties 

granted by an unfree society makes for a happy consciousness which facilitates acceptance of the 
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misdeeds of society.” 55 The readied acceptance of the “protective nuke” and the necessity of the 

commodity allows for the logic of a welfare system that is only necessary on the technological 

rationality of not providing enough in the first place to the worker which is only possible once 

language has been hijacked and changed to adapt to the status quo.  

Difference is not permitted because of the guilt which one could feel from deviating from 

the established language: you are screwing up something that people necessarily like! Marcuse 

says, “Conscience is absolved by reification, by the general necessity of things.”56 Thus, change 

has to be uncomfortable. The position has changed in this latest stage: the critical thought is 

double-speak, and the language of the society is true. The contradiction has rematerialized in the 

rejection of the status quo, and any critique thereof. If the conscience is genuinely absolved and 

totally free of guilt, reintroducing the latter doubt of the general necessity is an undermining of 

someone’s entire life project. Beyond the societal pressure to succumb to the introjected use of 

these concepts, the only thing holding us back from analyzing these concepts is time. We do not 

have it, and it seems to be a waste of time to work on this when we could entertain ourselves and 

forget. However, general individuality, autonomy of thought is still possible, it only has to be 

revealed as a possibility through an attempt at it.  

 Language as such has prevented critical thought, and the acceptance of language is not a 

problem of deliberation but rather one of confirmation: “One does not ‘believe’ the statement of 

an operational concept but it justifies itself in action – in getting the job done, in selling and 

buying, in refusal to listen to others, etc.” 57 The longer we act in this mode the harder it becomes 

to reject it, to reject the instincts we have in ourselves as something heteronomous is difficult, 
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and it would be partly wrong to say that the acceptance hasn’t meant the redefinition of truth 

itself: “What is taking place is a sweeping redefinition of thought itself, of its function and 

content.” 58 The functional nature of the nouns we use to describe the world has reduced the 

meaning of the thing in itself, and therefore reduced what thinking is capable of as well. There is 

no thought to be had when it comes to the interpretation of objects outside of their function. The 

image of function and the ability of the object to function are one and the same. The one-

dimensionality of the objects of the world removes the reason for thinking, and more of our 

energy is better spent conforming to it. While the meaningfulness of objects to us is being 

redefined to fit the mode of production, the meaningfulness of concepts and the vagueness which 

allows for critical thought are brought to a concrete meaning: “Where these reduced concepts 

govern the analysis of the human reality, individual or social, mental or material, they arrive at a 

false concreteness – a concreteness isolated from the conditions which constitute its reality.” 59 

The concreteness of the reduced concept is only possible as a reduction of the concept. A 

concept is only meant to be a vehicle for thinking, it is not meant to be an image properly, but the 

concreteness established by the reduced concepts makes it hard to think outside of it. The 

concept readily applied to a situation to extract some objectivity and function out of it reduces 

the free thought which gives value to the concept in the first place: the possibility of multi-

dimensional thought, outside of the realm of the administered world as such. Technological 

rationality however wants to objectify the thought and make use of it in a productive fashion, 

which will always necessarily be only one standardized mode of production for the concept 
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being superficially changed to accommodate for the illusion of proper individuality, and thus 

complex and multi-dimensional thought. 

 However, technological rationality is not just yet “rationality” proper. It is effectively 

almost a hyphenated word, but one that hasn’t collapsed into a single word. Something remains 

with us that challenges the idea of technology being an overriding factor in the way we view the 

world. In so far as the current modes of production have stemmed from a historical consequence, 

it also remains the case that the alternative could be a historical consequence as well. Marcuse 

describes the trend he sees in society as a project: “I have used the term ‘project’ so repeatedly 

because it seems to me to accentuate most clearly the specific character of historical practice. It 

results from a determinate choice, seizure of one among other ways of comprehending, 

organizing, and transforming reality.” 60 Marcuse does not see the current way of being as the 

only way, as if false needs had fully become effectively true needs with no difference: as a 

natural mode of progression for humanity. It was a deliberate choice to value quantifiable 

efficiency over quantity. If feudalism was no longer sustainable because of the Black Death in 

Europe, a definitive choice was made to value the laborer and their potential production rather 

than just the life of the worker which sustained production for the lord of the land with a 

presupposition of permanence, who also depended on these workers for protection from external 

threats during times of war. The understanding of the human being as more than just a serf was 

necessary in the wake of a disruption in the regular continuum of existence. If we have more and 

more contained and managed implosions, something has to change in the way that we 

conceptualize our being, whether it be our conception of time, work and labor, or humanity. 

What we have now is a permanent mobilization of the population for the production of 
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commodities which are desired uncritically under the notion of being under attack. The 

maintenance of a comfortable life, or the threat of loss of the comfortable life, or the happy 

consciousness is enough to maintain people in the same anxiety of destruction comparable to a 

plague. There is no other way of life, and if this one ends it means the same as actual death: we 

do not comprehend it and we fear it absolutely because we cannot attribute anything specific to 

it. Nothingness as a concept is propagandized to the worker as the reality of the end of 

production, as the result of the abolition of the status quo. Further, the abolition of the status quo 

understood in this context is entirely within the dimension of the system which propagates it: the 

one-dimensionality of the opposition only serves as a way to rock the boat to maintain the natural 

energies of a population who is under constant angst due to the threat of nuclear annihilation, due 

to our general acclimation to technological rationality.  

Whereas before mass communication one might have had the opportunity to sit at home 

and have a meditative reconceptualization of what our life means and everything following an 

event of any magnitude, the private right to do so has been destroyed by the radio and the willing 

introduction of its noise into the home. The radio is enjoyable, as is the TV, as are all the 

products of the culture industry and it presents us with what to believe in without stress. Marcuse 

thinks that the cease of this abundance of commodities will turn the critical eye which has been 

supplanted by consumption back to the individual:  “the mere absence of all advertising and of 

all indoctrinating media of information and entertainment would plunge the individual into a 

traumatic void where he would have the chance to wonder and to think, to know himself (or 

rather the negative of himself) and his society. Deprived of his false fathers, leaders, friends, and 
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representatives, he would have to learn his ABCs again. But the words and sentences which he 

would form might come out very differently, and so might his aspirations and fears.” 61 

What always remains available is the spontaneous radical response to the situation. If I 

decided tomorrow morning to wake up and not listen to music, turn off my radio alarm, and sit 

perfectly still, the noise would cease. Of course, the overriding discomfort with this kind of 

situation is that one’s instincts are driving one to consume. Without the radio or the TV telling 

them what to think, you could freely reproduce the entire logic of the system at the very least 

through a negative of himself as Marcuse says, since the reified language as such does not permit 

for an understanding outside of it. Nonetheless, what might happen is a continual stepping back 

of our assumptions to the relearning of language, eventually, as Marcuse hopes, so that the 

“words and sentences would come out differently” and thus the overriding technological 

rationality might appear irrational. He further suggests that the “nonfunctioning of television and 

the allied media might thus begin to achieve what the inherent contradictions of capitalism did 

not achieve – the disintegration of the system.” 62 While the prospects of our devices shutting off 

for a period of time seems more and more unlikely as we become more interconnected, the idea 

that the increasing layers of contradictions might be unveiled with the failure of the latest and 

most oppressive form of normativity in this system. If television fails, then we still have the 

radio, but the radio has a lesser ability to bridge the gap between reality and illusion. Better 

technologies serve to better conceal the trash content of what is being produced or reduce the 

cost of production for the content via the delivery methods. Radio has to be high quality because 

all there is to listen to is the voice of the person speaking, and critical thought has some room to 
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work within this as the vision and the smell are not fully captured, for example. Television has 

less room for critical thought since vision and audio are delivered constantly, thus barring those 

two functions and increasing our cognitive load and reducing our ability to process. 

 As the value of the products decreases analytically but not libidinally, the room for the 

analytical critique increases but is filled with the libidinal acceptance of what is provided. The 

culture industry may be understood as the peeling back of an onion. The more layers there are 

the harder it becomes to see the underlying logic, but the subsequent layers are larger and require 

a more stabilizing force to maintain the libidinal understanding of it. Simply removing the latest 

iteration of suppression might be enough of a wakeup call to the person so that the whole system 

of layers and suppression are continually called into question, as the imbalance and inherent 

contradiction between the quality and the libidinal desire to be fulfilled. Older forms of media 

become more intolerable because they do not entertain as quicky and in the same way that the 

latest forms can, which will be simpler and dumbed down to reduce cognitive stress in 

enjoyment. This is questionable: what was entertaining about them in the first place? The speed 

of consumption has reduced the ability for the critical thought to happen, but the removal of the 

latest consumable, forcing the person to return to a lesser form will cause a break in the 

administered line of thought. “Something has gone wrong.” Either the older content is too 

difficult to enjoy, or something has changed within me. A rejection of the products would be the 

beginning of a potentially new conception of our being. It may still be the case that if the person 

returning upon themselves in the dialectical return chooses to not continue reevaluating what is 

given, they may not return to the level of ABCs, to then form a new way of understanding. 

However, any disruption to the current order is an opportunity for more disruption under the 

correct circumstance. Of course, the principal goal of the commodity is to prevent its rejection 
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and facilitate its acceptance, but if the products become simpler and simpler qualitatively, 

eventually some critical thought must burst through, which may be able to question everything 

before. However, this supposes that there is enough time for this to happen absent any 

commodity, which becomes less and less possible as the culture industry develops new tools of 

subjugation to these ways of being, most recently, the internet.  Before discussing this, we also 

have to address why the absence through a disruption of consumption as Marcuse describes it 

might not amount to any change anyways, as long as we are with other people who are also in 

this system. 

Returning to Adorno and Horkheimer’s thought, what the culture industry develops 

within a person is a particular schematism: “Even during their leisure time, consumers must 

orient themselves according to the unity of production. The active contribution which Kantian 

schematism still expected of subjects – that they should, from the first, relate sensuous 

multiplicity to fundamental concepts – is denied to the subject by industry. It purveys 

schematism as its first service to the customer.”63 This is the first service of the culture industry, 

to provide a schematism to the consumer by which they will enjoy the products produced by the 

industry. This is also why the products are trash. It will never matter what the product is as long 

as the culture industry sells the idea that you need to have what it makes. Adorno and 

Horkheimer have already noted this in that the masses both believe they support the culture 

industry and actually do. They add, “the ability to keep going at all becomes the justification for 

the blind continuation of the system, indeed for its immutability. What is repeated is healthy, the 

cycle in nature as in industry.”64 The concept of individuality as sold by the culture industry is 
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the strong arm of the masses, everyone is forced to feel that they are an individual. They are 

individuated in order to sell them the products under a universal understanding of the individual, 

“pseudoindividuality is a precondition for apprehending and detoxifying tragedy; only because 

individuals are none but mere intersections of universal tendencies is it possible to reabsorb them 

smoothly into the universal.” 65 We see characters in movie, and we speak of them 

simultaneously as characters and think of them after the movie has finished as if their character 

had extended into the real world. This character, constituted as a pseudoindividuality because it 

is constituted of different tropes remains an individual because that is the understanding the film 

is trying to impart, that him in the movie could really be out there in the world, and further yet 

that there is little separating you from the character on the movie: all of the products he has are 

available, even his mannerisms and habits are sold by the culture industry. Purchase a book on 

“how to be a pick-up artist” and they will describe how you can become an individual and stand 

out to society using an instructive book which wants to standardize the person into the most 

successful average of who will be reading the book. 

 Even though one might step out of the movie and feel that you might become a movie 

character yourself, this feeling is largely cheapened by abundance. Th authors write that: “the 

cheapness of mass-produced luxury articles, and its complement, universal fraud, are changing 

the commodity character of art itself. That character is not new: it is the fact that art now 

dutifully admits to being a commodity.”66 The meaning established in the culture industry 

becomes confused. How can I both appreciate my meaning (understood as value) when it is 

produced en masse? Mass produced luxury is a contradiction, especially when applied to the idea 
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of art. If art was meant to be salvatory for the human condition, then art today only serves to root 

the human in their condition: In adapting itself entirely to need, the work of art defrauds human 

beings in advance of the liberation from the principle of utility which it is supposed to bring 

about.” 67 However, it may still be the case that an art form can generate the feeling of revolt that 

comes from the overwhelming suppression from technological rationality, a feeling which is at 

the very least the beginning of an escape. 

Trying to escape, an individual who does not conform is economically stamped out. One 

might imagine that a hermit in the forest has successfully escaped the pressures, but it is not so 

simple. The hermit is targeted by society, as is the homeless person, and the hungry. Adorno and 

Horkheimer describe this hunt: “anyone who goes hungry and suffers from cold, especially if he 

had once good prospects, is a marked man. He is an outsider […] to be an outsider is the gravest 

guilt. In films such a person is, at best, an eccentric, an object of maliciously indulgent humor; 

but mostly he is a villain and is identified as such […]”68 A marked man, hunted down until 

death or ridiculed otherwise. In a more contained scenario, take the play The Clouds by 

Aristophanes of Ancient Greece. In it, Socrates is portrayed as a petty thief, fraud, and a sophist, 

all of which are very serious attacks on a person during that time, when honor was so important. 

One of Socrates’ main arguments was that people misunderstood what he believed because of 

what they had heard from other people. A possible argument is that this portrayal of Socrates had 

hurt his social standing in Athens and made it difficult for him to live there. Thus, after his trial it 

was strongly suggested that he may escape if he wishes, that likely the city does not care so 

much for him but rather that he cannot be a part of the city. As Socrates saw it, whether he stayed 
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or left he was dead either way. The hermit in the forest will be lucky if he does not encounter any 

of the products of the culture industry, in their sheer abundance. 

 As noted earlier, radio democratizes the listener in that it forces everyone to listen to the 

same fascistic program which is instilling a particular schema of the world. Adorno and 

Horkheimer bring up the radio often, since not only did the Nazis use it effectively, but it also 

has that quality of newness, and it is a permanent fixture in our life. Adorno and Horkheimer saw 

this and expanded on the consequences: “The gigantic fact that the speech penetrates everywhere 

replaces it’s content, […] No listener can apprehend the symphony’s true coherence, while the 

Führer’s address is in any case a lie.”69 The capture of reality by the culture industry, and the 

erosion of boundaries between reality and illusion is argued in the content of the speech. A 

dictator may say that things are X and Y way, and other sources may say something different, 

and the truth remains ambiguous in this given the two perspectives, but what is truly important is 

that the underlying fact of the matter has been accepted as reality. That the radio delivers content 

is the reality of the matter, not what is being delivered. Does the radio have the right to deliver 

this type of content? The argument within the radio is one-dimensional anyways and does not 

unseat the culture industry. The abundance of content distracts from what may be more 

important. Rather, importance, meaning and value are all reduced to the same understanding, that 

of productivity. If the radio is on, it keeps the person distracted and single-minded in their aim of 

generating their value through productivity.  

While the Culture industry works to maintain this illusion of luxury through film and the 

like, it nonetheless needs to actively do something to do maintain or supplement this illusion. A 
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common feeling when one gets a product one thought was desired, holding it in hand feels a little 

odd, pointless even. In the next moment, one will forget, as they are fed by the next product. 

Advertising augments this process and makes it harder to notice that feeling in the hand. Adorno 

and Horkheimer say “That life could continue without the whole of the culture industry is too 

certain; the satiation and apathy it generates among consumers are too great. It can do little to 

combat this from its own resources. Advertising is its elixir of life.”70 Advertising revives the 

feeling that there is a real value in the products of the culture industry. This value, understood as 

productivity, will be reflected in the psyche of the beholder.  

 Advertising, the abundance of the so-called luxury products, the forced assimilation to 

the schema of the world sold by the culture industry, these are all ventures by the culture 

industry. The final frontier for products of the culture industry is the reworking of language for 

the continued propagation of the ideology of the culture industry. Adorno and Horkheimer write: 

“Through the language they speak, the customers make their own contribution to culture as 

advertising. For the more completely language coincides with communication, the more words 

change from substantial carries of meaning to signs devoid of qualities; the more purely and 

transparently they communicate what they designate, the more impenetrable they become.” the 

consequence of this is clear: “thus relationships themselves become impenetrable […] the name, 

to which magic most readily attaches, is today undergoing a chemical change. It is being 

transformed into arbitrary, manipulable designations.”71 The role of abundance in the creation of 

names to describe things or products to consume confuses the critique or analysis for the 

consumer. The loss of language in being able to critique the culture industry is the final push to 
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fully change our constitution towards a particular schema of the world. “Signification, the only 

function of the word admitted by semantics, is consummated in the sign. Its character as a sign is 

reinforced by the speed with which linguistic models are put into circulation from above. 

Whether folksongs are rightly or wrongly called upper-class culture which has come down in the 

world, their elements have at least taken on their popular form in a long, highly mediated process 

of experience. The dissemination of popular songs, by contrast is practically instantaneous.”72 

There is no time to think, only time to consume. A trait of the culture industry which is 

paramount in destroying whatever highly mediated meaning or signification one might find is 

speed. The abundance of product, content, or trash, along with the speed at which it is created 

makes it difficult to escape this loop of consumption. Any breach into particular investigation 

will be instantly interrupted by the clamoring of the next product to be appreciated. 

Radio, Television, and the Internet. 
As a technology for disseminating content and controlling opinion, the radio was indispensable 

for the Nazi Party after Hitler took the chancellery in 1933. The first radio program was 

broadcast on October 29, 1923, since at this point the allies had removed the ban on listening to 

radio waves.73 From 1923 to 1933, there was a decade where the Germans had the opportunity to 

begin disseminating content of almost any kind, and by 1933 Hitler began establishing a 

dictatorship without a preliminary military coup. My suggestion is not that the overall energy in 

the Weimar Republic was not extremely unstable, and that the dictatorship would not have 

happened without the radio, but it certainly made it much simpler to do so. 
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 A collaboration between Maja Adena, Ruben Enikolopov, Maria Petrova, Veronica 

Santarosa, and Ekaterina Zhuravskaya published Radio and the Rise of the Nazis in Prewar 

Germany, exploring the effects of radio on the rise to power for the NSDAP (Nazi) party. From 

1923 to 1929, “the radio programs focused on educational and cultural programs”, however, 

German nationalists in 1929 called for a referendum on revoking the Treaty of Versailles, and in 

response “the Weimar government altered the previously apolitical mix of radio programming to 

include political news with a progovernment slant.”74 In any case, the government banned 

broadcasting for the communists and the Nazis and no pro-nazi broadcasts happened until after 

Hitler took power. Between 1930 and 1932 then, when broadcasts remained progovernment, they 

found a “[…] significant negative effect of radio expansion on votes for the Nazi Party […]”75 

Specifically, they note that “pro-Weimar radio was effective in lowering political support for the 

1929 referendum and in raising the incumbent’s vote in the 1932 presidential election. Nazi 

Party membership was not affected by radio before the Nazis got radio access and was positively 

affected in 1933, after the radio become pro-Nazi.”76 This means that during this time, as the 

radio became more available, the vote share of the Nazi was negatively affected. In contrast, in 

only five weeks of the Nazis being in power and taking control of the radio broadcasts, “[Nazi] 

access reversed the electoral effect of radio slanted in favor of the Weimar government.” 77 The 

effect of the radio on the voting population with radio access here is clear. Hearing only one side 

of the political perspective, the voters gravitate towards that perspective. Importantly, the article 

also distinguishes the effect of the content on the voting population. The party became much 
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more popular after they had access to radio broadcasts, and the nature of these radio broadcasts 

also radicalized the population, but this effect is controlled to the belief of the people in that 

region. In discussing whether radio helped maintain political support after the nazi’s 

consolidated their power, they say “We find that radio was important in persuading Germans to 

support the Regime. Exposure to Nazi radio propaganda in its full strength increased the number 

of Jews deported to concentration camps and the number of antisemitic open letters. The effect 

of the Nazi anti-Semitic propaganda, however, crucially depended on the listeners’ 

predisposition to the broadcasted message.”78 They explain that in areas with historically more 

anti-Semitic populations and in areas with popular discontent with wealth inequality the message 

has a positive effect on the pro-Nazi sentiment, and in areas with low antisemitism with sizable 

Jewish communities the message backfired, and “[…] the effect of propaganda was negative on 

the deportation of Jews and open anti-Semitic letters to Der Stürmer.” 79 The friction of differing 

opinions appears here. A fully controlled society would have fully accepted the message of the 

Nazis without any opposition but in areas where the listener is opposed to the message, or does 

not believe in what is being said, propaganda backfires. Advertising works in the same way 

without the drawback of propaganda in regions with low support. Radio political propaganda has 

this problem of enhancing support in areas that already have support while lowering support in 

those areas that do not already agree. In this world where mass media was the newspaper and the 

radio, the radio was certainly helpful, but it was not a total capture of society. More work needed 

to be done to change the opinions of those strongly opposed to the messages. Opposition 

remained with its private opinion about the state of matters, but when the commodity itself 

becomes a product of propaganda, and further when it is enjoyed, the opposition disappears into 
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a one-dimensionality fully within the realm of the commodity. Advertising does not have this 

drawback since it does not require a rejection or acceptance of the message, it just is, and it 

indicates how engagement with the product should happen, along with other people who are just 

like me, enjoying the product, thus generating the reality of it being desirable, and worthwhile.  

To introduce our contemporary times, the propaganda heard on the radio was replaced by 

the television in the 1950s, fully into a period experiencing the effects of the commodity on the 

person as the culture industry expanded and increasingly became more real, breaching into the 

visual and sonic fields. However, access was limited to these platforms, as broadcasts had to be 

syndicated to be accessed, and the average person did not really have an opportunity to 

contribute. The same was the case with Web 1.0. While anyone could have made a website 

during this time, the users of the website could not contribute to the website, the control was 

fully on the side of the developer. Web 2.0, and the new addition of the user to contribute to 

these sites had a profound effect on the understanding the population had on information; when 

everyone is posting, nobody is posting. 

Allow me to present a personal account of engagement with my phone. It presents itself 

to me as an encyclopedia. Anything I could possibly want to access is already available on my 

phone. In terms of developing the self, following the Marxist notion of actualization, I have an 

incredible amount of access to learn anything I would like, or adapt to better behaviors, or 

whatever may be at any given point where I am conscious. The phone is permanently connected 

to the internet via my cell line assuming my cell line is guaranteed by the service provider, and it 

lies within reach from the moment I am awake to the moment I am asleep. The internet, as a core 

aspect of our understanding of the phone, is thus readily accessible. What can I do on my phone? 

Certainly, I have Wikipedia downloaded, but I find myself filling my time jumping between 
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different applications and entertaining myself. This makes sense in that we are exhausted from 

our labor activities, and we want to fill this with entertainment. So, I jump on twitter, and I scroll 

infinitely through an ocean of tweets, then I move over to Instagram and see what banalities are 

being shared and perhaps for a second I might think to also contribute to that banality, to be seen. 

Then I move onto YouTube, where countless commentators are available to feed me opinions 

that I will then regurgitate verbatim because I instantly moved onto another platform, and 

transiently read some headlines and rather than clicking the article, I look to the comments and 

reinforce my preconceived notion of what the article is about in combination with the reactions 

of the comments thereof. This commenter is saying this phrase, which is essentially a symbol for 

this belief. I understand the article headline as another symbol for a particular belief, and I form 

my opinion thereof through this difference. I do not stop to critically think about this newly 

formed opinion in my head, instead, there is something spectacular happening on another 

platform, and I must see it. It is now midnight and I have to wake up the next morning and restart 

my routine and head to class, class exhausts me, I want to be entertained, and ultimately, I will 

rarely if ever discover a novel behavior or possibility for myself which isn’t implied in 

commodity value or exchange value in this loop of consumption. To analyze and resolve the 

issue, a decision could be made to remove these apps, but their goal is to produce a consumer. 

Willingly abstaining from entertainment upon initial reflection produces imagery in us of a monk 

living in a monastery, and nobody wants to be that. At any point during this process, have I 

thought about myself; my true being? 

The Internet, and Communication for Communication’s Sake 
In Blog Theory: Feedback and Capture in the Circuits of Drive, Jodi Dean describes new 

media practices, in particular blogging, and how they have affected people’s grasp on the 

meaning of information, the meaning of the other, and our relation to politics. The 
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meaningfulness of an expert, the value of contemplation, the joy of postponed gratification as 

one would experience reading a book, are all totally lost and made worthless in the face of these 

new practices which overwhelmingly support the act of communicating for communications 

sake. “Communicative capitalism” is Dean’s term to describe the effect of media once it has 

become a commodity. She says, “I take the position that contemporary communications media 

capture their users in intensive and extensive networks of enjoyment, production, and 

surveillance. My term for this formation is Communicative Capitalism.”80 She also describes the 

effects of it on society: “Communicative capitalism is that economic-ideological form wherein 

reflexivity captures creativity and resistance so as to enrich the few as it placates and diverts the 

many.”81 The ability to turn back on oneself and analyze the situation has become impossible in 

the face of the overwhelming abundance that exists on the internet. What is within our ability is 

simply to react, and our reactions are generic as they are produced by the schema of the world 

we have internalized. These reactions are fully within the administration of communicative 

capitalism and cannot produce any energies that would indicate to oneself that it is the very thing 

we are reacting to which placates and diverts the events of implosion.  

 Rather than my phone presenting abundance to me as an opportunity to explore different 

possibilities for my being, my relation to my phone often amounts to accessing the greatest 

entertainment at the smallest expense. We just react. Dean views this abundance as an illusion 

based on our notions of what the internet is supposed to be. She explains: “One’s expectations 

are structured through a fantasy of abundance – the truth is out there – while at the same time 

one wants to withhold an aspect of oneself; the whole truth is not out there; my truth, the truth of 
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my desire, remains withheld.”82  She explains that search engines and blogging both provide this 

view of abundance. Anything I could possibly search up will return more than 100 million 

possibilities or more depending on how short the search phrase is. Similarly, millions of blogs 

exist, and in the context of blogging being thought of as dying, Dean notes that “despite the fact 

that the number of blogs had exceeded seventy million and was continuing to rise.”  83 This idea 

that the blogging sphere was dying is an expression of the successful establishment of a standard 

imposed onto a society that cannot think in this abundance. Rather than desiring whatever blogs 

provide, the logic is now one of drive, “The shift to death rhetoric marks a move away from this 

economy of desire and towards one of drive. When blogs are situated in a logic of drive, they are 

not something we want but lack, are not something introduced into a lack that they can’t fill. 

They are objects difficult to avoid, elements of an inescapable circuit in which we are caught, 

compelled, and driven.” 84 This shift in our understanding of these products has thus made them 

inescapable. We act in a logic of drive, we are motivated to find a particular truth, that which we 

are searching for in an infinitely abundant sea of information, but what we are looking for is not 

a particular thing. It is the idea of finding this thing that motivates us. When we can never find it, 

we find ourselves captured in this drive to continue consuming blogs, then newer forms of social 

media will eventually also die, because they do not provide the truth that we are looking for. In 

this expectation of death, we reinforce the idea that truth can be found in another form of the 

same social media. What is being expressed is that the information provided is not good enough, 

that some other form of information would be what I am looking for. However, the movement 

from blogs to twitter for example, is a reduction of the information proper. Nonetheless, we 
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accept it as a “newer” and therefore better, while it literally limits the number of characters 

through which information can be provided. Whatever knowledge sought after is reduced, and 

even further so when the newer forms of social media are all currently adapting the TikTok 

model, with short videos ranging from 3 seconds up until the calculated length of maximum 

engagement before viewership drops off, which appears to be currently one minute or so. 

Whereas the reaction for a blog at first might have been to share it with friends and discuss it, 

maybe leave a comment discussing the contents, as we become more involved in this mode of 

engagement, what is most valuable is the base reaction, since it gives us the feeling of being with 

one another while providing the least effort. You can leave a like, or repost to indicate that you 

have seen it, or a comment which replicates affections felt in the video, but a detailed comment 

about whether the content was worthwhile or had any meaning at all. 

 The mix of media and entertainment with the sense of abundance has also caused a 

confusion of proper knowledge and entertainment. Along with the notion that my truth exists out 

there if I search for long enough, the platforms where these answers are sought are mixed with 

regular entertainment, infotainment, and actual informative knowledge, which is nonetheless 

shortened and simplified to an extent where it can be misleading and give people the wrong 

impressions, sometimes reduced so much that it can only be understood as a strong feeling, 

rather than information. With this mix of information and entertainment, truth is both what is 

entertaining and what is informative. When these are mixed and equally presented on the internet 

anything can be presented as facts, since it is ambiguous what it is that makes these true. 

Advertising has presented it as true that an iPhone is desirable, so they are. These are taken as 

gospel, the messages they convey are comparable to signs or images rather than a mathematical 

equation which can be pulled apart and critiqued as you would an argument. A person then sees a 
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sensationalized video talking about a political situation, presented with bias, and what is 

communicated is the fact of communication. I have engaged with the topic, and I have shared it, 

but I have not taken a moment to see whether I actually agree or disagree, or how I feel about it 

at all. All I have done is produce a feeling based on my reaction to the video.  

Dean views the intensification of this drive to consume but also to share the act of 

consumption. She writes “Discussion, far from displaced, has itself become a barrier against acts 

as action is perpetually postponed. What appears as an exchange of reasons is a vehicle for the 

circulation of affects. The lack of action is the abundance of discussion viewed from a different 

angle.”85 When the War in Ukraine began for example, protests sprouted in Vienna. I was deeply 

confused about what was being protested at the time, since Ukraine was invaded by a country 

with an authoritarian leader. In any case, whether the protest was about Austrian neutrality or 

support for the Ukrainians clamoring for the government to provide more aid to Ukraine, the 

individual engagement was more about the communication. A few people I knew in the city 

decided to go, stayed for less than half an hour, and shared pictures of the protest. The 

gratification of political engagement has been accomplished and communicated. Compared to 

the permanence of many people changing their social media handles in support for the Black 

Lives Matter movement by adding BLM to their name or in their bio under their name, this 

political engagement was temporary; the photos were shared on Instagram stories which only 

remain for 24 hours. While adding BLM does nothing practically for the movement, at least 

there is a commitment to what is being communicated, a commitment to what it might mean. As 

little effect as this may have, what was communicated in the sharing of the protest is an act of 

engagement, but the relevant intention of attending the event was ultimately to share, to show 

 
85 Dean. (110) 



Rosario 56 
 

that one is engaged, while not being engaged at all. These images of affect, the feeling that one 

was engaged and perhaps that one feels strongly about the War in Ukraine and what is 

happening, this feeling is shared without necessarily actually taking up and properly taking in 

what it means to be engaged politically. As Dean puts in, in discussion of the rise of the 

popularity of word-clouds, “message force multipliers are more important than the message. 

Word-clouds capture the shift from message to contribution characteristic of communicative 

capitalism.” 86 One example is the expression “we need to have a conversation about this.” I hear 

this typically from left leaning people who will use this expression in the context of a 

problematic idea being shared on the other side. Rather than the desire to have an actual 

conversation – it would be impossible anyways since each side is completely intolerant of the 

other and the conversation would never happen amicably – what is being communicated is I 

already have an opinion, which is correct, and the opposition needs to sit and listen to me. 

People’s political positions are one inch deep. The conversation has never been had, and the 

ability to formulate the opinion of the opposition is impossible. How could they believe that? 

Well, they are X category, and therefore not worth listening to. “We need to have a 

conversation” is merely an act of communicating a sign, that one is right and the other ought to 

listen. The opinion of the other is in a completely different, and inaccessible realm. 

 When the value of communication and what is being communicated are flipped, what is 

being communicated becomes corroded as well. The content of communication is impactful, 

reduced, affective, but not actually worthwhile knowledge which could compel one to challenge 

the status quo and underlying that the behaviors that reinforce the system. When communication 

is what is important, what is being communicated is irrelevant. Dean attributes this to the loss of 
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symbolic efficiency, “How do we know whom to believe or trust? Suspicion or even uncertainty 

toward expertise goes all the way down: skepticism toward politicians and the media, scientists, 

and academics, extends to local knowledges, knowledges rooted in experience, and anything at 

all appearing on the internet.” 87  The abundance of content always provides another opinion, 

which appears to be rooted in some fact. After all, it isn’t that we are looking to be convinced, 

but rather confirmation of what was being looked for. When everything is on the internet, when 

we have this illusion of abundance, when the importance of the content is reduced while the act 

of communication is enjoyed and valued more, the loss of a confirmation becomes apparent. 

There is no Big Other which confirms the meaning of the content. Every single person can post 

at the same level of authority on the internet since professional media sites and amateur news 

sharing sites are both available. The latter of which operates without following journalistic 

integrity, thus destroying the symbolic and situating power of the former, since both appear 

equally accessible. There is no big other to confirm the fact, and if it is posted, then it is true de 

facto. Meaning has to be established from a particular point for anything to make sense. Science 

establishes its meaning through the rigor of the scientific method; although limited, it provides 

answers within the realm of its operation, which is bound to empiricism. 

 The loss of the symbolic other gives an opportunity for the government to introduce their 

opinions uncritically as well. We have already seen this as the superego is developed not along 

familiar lines but based on the commodity. Dean gives an example of the war analysts sent out 

by the pentagon during the beginning of the Iraq War. Rather than propaganda posters, the news 

media willingly invites the propaganda under the pretense of another opinion: “The 

government’s provision of forces differs from spam on the internet, though, because it is spam 
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by request – television news shows invite the military analysts to appear and analyze what is 

going on. In this way, the mainstream, commercial media (including large right-wing blogs) ask 

to be bearers of the administration’s media.”88 We hold a fervent distrust of politicians normally, 

that they all lie and do so to be elected once again, but a governmental force to support the Bush 

administration is invited just as another person would because of the equivalence of so called 

“experts.” Just as the science community holds that a person given a grant by a company to do 

research on their product is frowned upon for implications of bias or faulty science, the idea that 

an expert specifically from the government is coming on to shill the government’s position on 

the war they begun should be palpable. It should come with it a gross feeling of living not under 

a democracy, but another system where select opinions become “democratically” chosen through 

advertising. The “expert’s” opinion will generate more clicks, more engagement, more 

opportunity to create signs out of content and instrumentalize and solidify language, none of 

which seems to mean anything outside of the logic of technological rationality. 

Madness and Meaning 
 In Bernard Stiegler’s The Age of Disruption: Technology and Madness in Computational 

Capitalism, he presents a more dire view of the effects of the culture industry. Particularly in the 

context of the internet, which he views as speeding up the rate at which information is delivered 

to us, and thereby causing a disruption. What is being disrupted is already clear, Stiegler means 

that the ability for one to take in, and process information, and implement this into their 

understanding of the world and thus giving it a positive or negative valence based on personal 

ideas rather than those from others, but for us, those of the system of computational capitalism. 

Disruption then, is an inability to use our will and make judgements because there is no time. 
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Disruption establishes a limit on our ability to form a normative view of the world: “Disruption 

renders will, wherever its source, obsolete in advance: it always arrives too late. What is thereby 

attained is an extreme stage of rationalization, forming a threshold, that is, a limit.”89 With our 

ready access to the internet via our phone, constantly demanding our attention through 

notifications which are essentially advertisements which we gleefully engage with, we lose the 

ability to produce original thoughts to new content, whose meaning is established through the 

community one finds themselves in. There is too much content, and it arrives too fast for us to 

properly combine it into our understanding and thereby develop a better understanding of the 

self. The speed at which information arrives is critically important as well. He explains that the 

speed is a novel feature in the ideal of a fully administered society: “As such, it contains 

unprecedented powers of automation and computation: it is literally faster than lightning – digital 

information circulates on fibre-optic cables at up to two thirds of light speed […] Automatic and 

reticulated society thereby becomes the global cause for a colossal social disintegration.” 90  The 

digital information being processed of course, is that of the data economy. The collection of 

behaviors and desires from engagement with any technological device that has any connectivity 

to the web. With these collected, the use is to suppress individuality and create a standard of the 

person, so that their capabilities and possibilities are calculated, and the extremely irrational 

therefore, impossible. A small shift in the mode of engagement with the phone will be noticed by 

the algorithms crunching all of the data and will demand your attention in an anthropomorphized 

manner: “The Duo-lingo bird (has noticed that you haven’t opened the app recently) misses you 

and wishes you would come back to the app.” The feelings we have are carefully manipulated to 
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keep us engaged, going as far as producing the image in us of someone shaming us for not using 

the app.  

With reasoning deteriorating due to this system, it becomes easier to envision the 

impossible as a possibility. For impossibilities to appear as such, one needs to be situated in a 

world of morals, one which guides the view of truth in a particular direction. Stiegler explains 

the location of reason: “Reason, therefore, is clearly and firstly a moral state, a motivation: it is 

for this motive for living that, for noetic beings, in each epoch, in a singular way that articulates 

subsistence, existence, and consistence.”91 He further explains that these consistences are passed 

on to following generations, thereby giving future generations the feeling that life is worth living, 

“and is so in as the right and the duty to seek the truth, in all things, and in all freedoms.”92 In the 

context of the culture industry, reason is warped to make the production and maintenance of 

production necessary insofar as they provide us with false vital needs, which are maintained both 

by the producer and the consumer. As such, the motive for living has already been given, and 

there is no room for further interpretation.  

However, this technological reasoning as such is overstretched because it cannot account 

for the possibility of madness, which the four qualities of the commodities described aim to 

suppress, particularly the schematism for consumption. That the commodities are truly valuable, 

and worth living for is what is being sold, but once humanity lost access to this form of reason 

based on a motive for living, which was inevitable, as technological rationality has developed 

uncontrolled and without time for deliberation of the meaning of these commodities, we turn to 

madness. The purpose of reason, to make meaning out of what we see, is lost: “What lies beyond 
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this limit remains unknown: it destroys reason not only in the sense that rational knowledge finds 

itself eliminated by proletarianization, but in the sense that individuals and groups, losing the 

very possibility of existing, losing therefore all reason for living, become literally mad, and tend 

to despise life – their own and that of others. The result is the risk of a global social explosion 

consigning humanity to a nameless barbarism.” 93  Stiegler here views this late stage of 

capitalism, in particular, computational capitalism, which has captured any room for reasoning in 

its process of instantly consuming consumer data and producing new commodities and 

behaviors, which serve the same purpose as the old ones, but at a much faster rate, such that the 

discomfort with newer, more standardized, and therefore less individualized products are 

accepted easily. This ‘limit’ is something that we have already seen with the culture industry. We 

do not see other possibilities of engagement with the world other than those advertised to use as 

being advantageous, and those deemed degenerate – unworthy of our society – and thus slowly 

eliminated and forgotten as we lose the ability to even see it as a possibility. This limit, as Siegler 

sees it, is what leads to madness: an adherence to the forced schemata of the world. As 

everything becomes calculable, we begin to see our lives in the same fashion. When this is felt 

most intensely, any small event may be enough to cause a person to become mad. A person who 

is living paycheck to paycheck for example, could get a speeding ticket, thus causing impossible 

strain upon their financial situation, and they turn to madness. What is the point of living in this 

world if I can reason that I will likely be in this poor state for the rest of my life, suffering long 

hours of work without escape. As such, madness becomes reasonable: If it is truly the case that 

my life is over based on this diminutively calculated system of administration, then why care if I 

lose my life? In any case, I will be taken care of, since the system of rational administration 
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guarantees that I can live, but either in society as an automaton, or in a prison or slowly dying 

anyways to depression, which could eventually amount to suicide or eventual death through the 

comorbidities caused by mental illness. This realization is what Stiegler views as the biggest 

challenge to society today: It is then a question of understanding how it is possible that, at the 

very moment it becomes apparent to everyone that humanity and life in general are threatened by 

the madness that currently governs the world in partnership with systemic stupidity, (or 

‘functional stupidity’), people find themselves seemingly unable to create the conditions for a 

radical bifurcation[…]94  What is clear to us is that something is wrong, this forced ordering of 

the world is noticed but regrettably as denial: it is too much to bear.  

What he calls a ‘radical bifurcation’ was the possibility of reason in an era where 

reasoning was situated in understandings of living under a motive, which it produced through the 

incalculable of human reason: a possibility which does not fall in the schemata of the world 

which is produced in the realization of another way of being. This is different than the products 

of the culture industries, by innovators who rely on the system to provide novel solutions to the 

problems created by the very system: “not the disruptive ‘radical innovation’ of the kind claimed 

by those startup entrepreneurs who present themselves as ‘new barbarians’, but, on the contrary a 

bifurcation taking account of the radicality of this disruption from perspective of a new public 

power, such that it could once again create an epoch.”95 We see these new barbarians as they are 

funded by billionaires funding projects which they view as helping the world. An example of this 

is the new city being constructed in Saudi Arabia on the orders of the King of the country. It is a 

futuristic, walled city, which would provide all of the same amenities that a city would provide, 
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but entirely inside of a rectangular prism which extends 105 miles into the desert.96 This is not a 

new way of living but just the reproduction of a luxury downtown segment of a city, extended. It 

vaguely references environmentalism, as it claims it would be constructed and be carbon neutral, 

while relying on the carbon emission of the insane amount of non-carbon neutral materials which 

are needed to build an artificial city. Rather than allowing a town to grow into a city through 

government stimulation or any other program which at least has proof of concept, their solution 

is to fully dive into the rationality of the system of production. The desert is too hot to live in and 

is growing – which should point to a growing concern about climate change greatly advanced by 

the oil mining industry, which is effectively the fuel of capitalism – so we should solve this 

problem by building a “carbon-neutral” luxury city, which might as well be understood as trying 

to build a habitable dome on mars while knowing that we are abandoning earth, as one of the 

critics of the project says in the article.  

The challenge of these schemata that we live under is that we have to produce a radical 

bifurcation, not radical innovation which would further the system in the context of reason being 

forcibly formulated in support of reasons for living which are not compatible with all people of 

the world. However, what is difficult, and what has been the immense success of computational 

capitalism has been to make this impossible through disruption. Disruption is the final stage of 

what had been a slower process, first expressed through the newspaper, then the radio and film, 

then television, then search engines and social media. The speed at which different amounts of 

information are produced, delivered, and consumed has increased, and the time to consider any 

of it is effectively no time at all causing a disruption in the ways that we formulate our very 
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being. How then, will it be possible to create a bifurcation when reasoning has been hijacked 

under the meaning produced by computational capitalism, that is, rationalization. A meaning 

which is forced onto us is not a meaning in the meaningful sense of establishing someone within 

a world, or an epoch. Stiegler advocates for a new public power which would allow for this 

radical bifurcation, but we all act in a mode of denial about the current state of our existence. It is 

a scary proposition to say that one is not living for oneself, and that one has to search for this 

opportunity of bifurcation in the current system of thought. It is even scarier to see someone 

actively pursue this bifurcation, as if they truly believe that it is possible, suggesting that it is 

possible for oneself to do so as well, and reach this new horizon. This new horizon, a new epoch, 

as Stiegler calls it, should come after the changes in our society are integrated into our 

understanding of ourselves, thus producing new possibilities and understanding of the world, 

thus entering a new epoch of reason, and meaning. However, this integration is not possible 

under the system of computational capitalism due to the speed of information, and thus we find 

ourselves stranded without an epoch – without a horizon of understanding which tells us how we 

should live, which would be a reason for living. As society finds itself reproducing the effects of 

the culture industry over and over again, what does the absence of an epoch look like for a 

society? 

 First, we must understand what is meant by an epoch. Stiegler describes the new epoch as 

such: “the new epoch emerges only when – on the occasion of these conflicts, and due to the loss 

of the salience of the preceding epoch’s knowledge and powers of living, doing and conceiving – 

new ways of thinking, new ways of doing and new ways of living take shape, which are ‘new 

forms of live’[…]”97 The conflict that emerges is due to new technical systems introduced into 
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the world. For example, after the black plague, a new management, a new technique needed to be 

developed to account for the colossal loss of life in western Europe, particularly in France and 

England, where the idea of feudalism is most well established. Due to the black plague, Lords 

were willing to pay for workers to come work on their land, thus changing the technical 

understanding of oneself in the world, and therefore calling for a doubly epochal redoubling, 

which would allow for an understanding of new ways of living in the context of the old ways, 

which seem outdated and nonsensical. While it was the case that it was seen as reasonable for 

very long periods of time to own people, it became very unreasonable after the plague given that 

people are limited which was very obvious, and the understanding of the value of a person 

changed fundamentally. Thus, the change in interpretation of our being gave a foundation for the 

meaning of this new world while starting a new historical and thus real insofar as it produces a 

particular historicity of the world: “redoubling because, starting from the already there forms of 

technics and time that are constituted as this or that established epoch, a new technical reality 

and a new historical reality (or, more precisely, historial – geschichtlich) redoubles and through 

that relegates to the past that which has engendered it, which seems, therefore, precisely to be the 

past.” 98  What has not happened properly in our epoch, better understood as the absence of an 

epoch, is a full integration of techne into our life-knowledge, the reason for living. An epoch 

indicates modes of engagement with the world based on the particular circumstances and what 

has appeared that is new and changed. What we find is in our time is that of an increasingly 

automated world, which devalues our efforts as far as we are totally calculated for and provides 

nothing which is not already captured by calculation and therefore stripped of reason. We have 

not been able to develop a new technical reality where we understand our technologies as 

 
98 Stiegler. (14-15) 



Rosario 66 
 

changing us fundamentally, and thus affecting the way that we should see reality. What our 

reason for living is in this epoch has not been established, as we are only living to further the 

motives of technological rationality and profits.  

 One area in particular which is becoming very dubious is the interaction between 

artificial intelligence and our identity. In particular, language based artificial intelligences such 

as chatGPT and artificial intelligences that produce art like Night Cafe both cast doubt on our 

conceptions of being. An artist will be disgruntled at the appearance of the AI art product, firstly 

because it appropriates job opportunities which they might have had, but more importantly it 

casts doubt onto their ability to produce art in the first place. They readily compare AI produced 

art to human art and nitpick that some parts may look unnatural, or that the human element in the 

AI produced art is missing. When questioned though, “what is this human element?”, “can you 

actually distinguish between an AI produced image and a human artwork?”, there is hardly any 

response, but only anger at the suggestion that it produced something comparable to what a 

human being does. An artist might retort, “so you think that art produced by an AI is more 

valuable?”, which is not at all the point being raised in our context. What is missing from this 

conversation was the opportunity to blend our life-knowledge, reason for living and therefore our 

understanding of the world, with this new technology, which would allow for a bifurcation, a 

new interpretation of what it means to be human. Perhaps this answer might be that we place an 

unqualified value onto human art, either due to the process or some other factor, or simply for its 

own sake, and the problem of AI art invading human activity is resolved. It may partake in 

human activity, but it is nonetheless producing something fundamentally different than how we 

would, and therefore the two cannot be compared. Whatever this reconfiguration of the old 

technical reality which no longer would make sense in the context of new technologies, and 
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would thus cause the doubly epohkal redoubling, creating a new technical reality which is 

meaningfully and wholly accepted as true, would alleviate the pressures of new developments on 

our situated psyche. There is no discomfort or madness at the idea of an AI taking over the role 

of art in this case, the position of the artist has been rearticulated and made meaningful once 

again given these new technologies. Perhaps an epoch has been properly established, the idea 

that a person could paint without help from an AI would seem irrational, thus placing the old 

technics in the past, and placing us in a new epoch.  

I am not sure what the resolution for this new technology in our situation of being in an 

epoch of no epoch. With nothing to situate proper understanding, computational capitalism will 

take over to administrate an unstable situation, the absence of an epoch, to give an introjected 

value onto the person. Thus, we might convince ourselves to understand uncritically that AI art is 

better than human art, because it can produce it instantly and cheaply, once the insane costs of 

development have already been accepted by the increasing rationalization of computational 

capitalism. However, this will not happen as such, because it is a contradiction in reason based 

on old ways of being mixed with new technologies. This situation cannot be the case. A source 

of joy, the production of art, cannot be appropriated by automatism without revolt. This revolt, 

however, is soothed by the commodities out in the world. We have no time to think of a revolt, 

or a bifurcation which would settle the revolt and provide a new stable understanding of the new 

technologies.  

Bravely Attempting to Generate a New Epoch 
 Thinking as such, that which provides for us the overall meaning of the world, is entirely 

taken up by computational capitalism. Stiegler views the primary and secondary retentions as 

already being resolved into capitalism through the culture industry. He describes these first two 
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retentions as follows: “Primary retention amounts to the material of perception, and therefore of 

the present inasmuch as it presents itself, which is to say that the present is a dynamic process of 

presentation. Secondary retention is that of memory, that is, of the past, of what is absent and 

represented by a dynamic process of imagination.” 99 That is to say, that our primary retentions 

are base perceptions like seeing and hearing, secondary retentions are memories and ideas of 

things that are missing in our perception that need to be filled in with imagination like the back 

of a cup you cannot see. As we have seen previously, our primary retentions have been captured 

by the culture industry because it overwhelms and shuts down the imagination with the 

overabundance of content giving us only an opportunity to react in calculated ways, thus making 

it impossible or difficult to imagine anything different. He further says that our tertiary 

retentions, our moralistic, subconscious, and schematizing view of the world are entirely 

controlled for and provided by computational capitalism. He states: “As for tertiary retention, 

this is what makes it possible to control the play of primary and secondary retentions, and to 

control this play in terms of selection, either to critique this play by spatializing it […] or in order 

to certify a particular path of reasoning […].100 The particular path of reasoning is in our case 

rationalization, the calculation of all possibilities to limit them and control them under the status 

quo. What is becoming more apparent however, is that with this management, limitation does not 

amount to a shutdown of the madness, which is produced thereof, rather, the limitation is 

noticed, and it produces madness. As much as computational capitalism may try to minimize the 

effects of madness, the individual madman may break through, and this effect is not suppressed, 

but rather multiplied and displayed on the internet, shaming them, or aggrandizing them for their 

acts. But in that same moment, we are presented with a person who has gone mad, which should 
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make us question, why have they gone mad? The meaning of their world has been lost, and the 

meaning we all tie ourselves to, rationalization based on newer and newer technologies, has not 

been allowed to come into a new epoch, one which would recontextualize the function of reason, 

since calculability has totally short circuited the function of reason in us, thus making one of our 

most human functions something that is meaningless. The person we see doing these acts as well 

is part of our world, they are a part of the formation of tertiary retentions, and if their expression 

of their collective protentions was an act driving towards death, then this is a reality that we all 

have within us. The possibility of going mad is in us as much as it is in any “insane” person.  

 Is there a possibility for the re-establishment of meaning for the person? Stiegler began 

his book with a Florian, someone living under this situation who is not in denial, but acceptance 

of what rationalization has done. Stiegler says “It is as this ability to maintain hope beyond the 

insurmountable fact of death that there-being shares an ‘ordinary, vague’ understanding of its 

being with its generation. Through this is formed the horizon of those positive collective 

protentions that consist throughout that epoch, and which in so doing constitute it – a horizon 

that for Florian is missing.” 101 Positive collective protentions are the understanding we share 

with one another through our being with one another that our society or community, whatever 

group one finds oneself in can generate an idea of the future which everyone is working towards, 

and thus gives meaning to the daily activity which pushes the epoch through time. The absence 

of this process – the ability to express will and thus form retentions – in computational capitalism 

is what gives Florian that feeling of despair, pointlessness, of having no chance for difference, 

but rather just another pawn to maintain the status quo. This is especially the case when being 

with one another is understood as sharing on a social media platform, reposting content for the 
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sake of communication which serves to prevent the integration of these new technologies into 

our understanding of the self and therefore our meaning for living. What is instead expressed is 

that the meaningful in the world is that which is produced by the culture industry, the products 

are good because this is what we choose to express, what we notice about the world, which can 

now hardly be changed given the speed which content is presented, and the request that our 

technologies make of our attention. While Florian has understood at least one aspect of the 

circumstance, most if not all are stuck in denial through their consumption of these commodities. 

Stiegler says, “All of us, or almost all, are now more or less caught up in objects that constantly 

solicit us, to such an extent that we can no longer pay attention to ourselves, nor to what, within 

us, requires reflection: we no longer have the time to do so, nor the time to dream. Without 

respite, we are piloted, if not remotely controlled. As a result, it becomes very difficult to 

identify our own practices of denial, that is, it becomes very difficult to identify our own 

practices of denial, that is, it becomes very difficult to think.”102  

 Something I hope has been made clear throughout this work is that on the surface level, 

disengaging, thus giving us time to think, is not necessarily a difficult action. It is as simple as 

turning off notifications at the very least of all of these apps which demand our attention, and 

then maybe you can begin to forget the “importance” of these apps in our lives. For Stiegler, and 

perhaps for many of us seeing the madness of the world, what was needed for him was an 

extreme separation from one’s environment. Stiegler was arrested and sent to prison, and given 

this opportunity, in so far as he literally has to do something else with his time, decided to read. 

In his cell, he discovered some key aspects which allowed him to work on creating a bifurcation. 

The process of attempting for this bifurcation whether it is possible or not, I think, is good 
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enough to reestablish meaning in life insofar as we are reestablishing the possibility of something 

different at the very least through our work on this bifurcation, which later generations may pick 

up on. Firstly, he says “This cell, within which I barely existed, allowed me to discover that to 

exist is not simply to subsist: it is to project oneself, through intermittences, towards 

consistences, inasmuch as any existence accedes to them by experiencing them [éprouvant] 

while being tested by them[éprouvée].” 103 Through his isolation, he recovers his ability to exist, 

which is to say that his reasoning for existing was lost thus causing the experience of not 

existing. Further, existing did not mean simply being there, but committing oneself to a 

consistency of the world which is then tested through our experience of them. For the person 

suppressed and limited in computational capitalism, existing might as well amount to just 

existing there. Everything is calculated for, and the correct decisions have already been 

calculated for, and existence as such is essentially just shifting one’s body slightly so as to avoid 

the pains of climate change, depression, anxiety, etc. One change in his perspective, that 

existence is a process worked on, gave new meaning to his existence. He gained a proper reason 

for living, one which can establish the meaning and rationality of reason as reasonable. His 

experience was reinforced in a loop so as to finally generate that base feeling of existing, and 

therefore of meaning. He adds to this “Ordinarily, the initial experience of consistences is 

through relations that may be filial, affectionate, familial, or friendly, but that, after that, they are 

experienced through all kinds of events, and as these very events.”104  The latter event is what 

happens in the culture industry. If the television has not already highjacked the role of the 

parents in establishing a super-ego through which the child develops his understanding of the 

world through an interaction with his id, his desires, it will be accomplished through the sheer 
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abundance and repetition of what he experiences through events, then himself becoming 

someone who maintains these events to maintain one’s being. Stiegler did not feel that he had 

access to these relations which would give him meaning, and thus he forged his own by himself, 

in a cell: “I was deprived of such relations – but through the annotations, commentaries and 

syntheses of my readings, I recounted the great texts that made me dream and that in this way 

amounted to another type of ϕιλία [philia].” 105 Philia, being the Greek word for a loving beyond 

just friendship or erotic love, appreciation in itself. Stiegler was able give himself meaning, the 

one which is typically established ordinarily through relations with the other, by himself by 

reading these different authors, who have the function of providing him a different lens of 

viewing the world which are of other, existing people, with their own collective protentions 

expressed in the texts, with which he can compare with himself, understand, and develop a 

positive collective protention through these authors that can maintain his feeling of meaning and 

of existing, and possibly, a bifurcation. He says, “Such was the madness that protected me from 

madness.” 106  

 It is madness insofar as the calculations of computational capitalism have rendered the 

possibility of a bifurcation impossible, which is entirely true and real within this system. The 

madness arises from trying to work towards the impossible, but computational capitalism is mad 

insofar as it attempts to calculate for what it considers impossible as well: the possibility of 

revolt. He also notes that the use of philia here does not simply refer to friendship in the 

traditional translation, but rather what it means to care for one another, a committed friendship. 

The kind of friendship which makes you worry and care and consider one’s own actions in 
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relation to the other, the same kind which would be readily given in an ordinary situation. While 

normally repetition in the context of the culture industry means the process of subjugation of 

enjoyment to a particular standard, repetition for Stiegler in his cell provided useful bifurcations 

which amounted to new knowledge, based on his old rereading and his present rereading. What 

he describes here is the play between primary and secondary retentions. What he recalls and 

integrates with his imagination into his present conscious via secondary retentions is given time, 

which is critically missing in the culture industry, to be help up against the primary retentions, 

that is, of his rereading of his texts: “After reading a text for the first time in a cursory way 

between 7:00 a.m. and 9 a.m. – which I did after reading a poem at sunrise – I reread, at 9:00 

a.m., the text I had read the previous day, while going back over the notes I had taken the day 

before, where I would generally notice interpretative gaps that were, in truth, often the beginning 

of what I now call experiences of ‘suprehension.’” 107  Due to his punishment, he was forced in a 

circumstance away from the products of the cultural industry, and he had books with him. Books, 

which do not call to be read, reestablished meaning in his life, and also provided novel 

experiences of suprehension, getting a more concrete knowledge from the books, this knowledge 

which would serve for him as a basis for his life-knowledge, his reason to live. It is easy to 

imagine replicating this ideal in all of us, that we can just sit down and read a book, then reread it 

the next day. It is torturous in the context of how much more there is to read, and in the greater 

context of consumption, it becomes hard to consume only one thing, one medium in particular 

when our drives could be driven by so many other activities. Stiegler was literally in prison when 

he did this. This process he underwent of reestablishing his existence is something that we all 
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have to do, and it is something that I attempted to do in my own way without knowing at the 

beginning of my work on this thesis.  

 However, because of the nature of the world, it is not just that he was enlightened once he 

left prison. At all turns we are confronted with advertisement, and enticement to return to the old 

way of living, to adhere to one of the manufactured and calculated for lifestyles which appear in 

this system. For him, this was much more than just an event which changed his life, but rather an 

event that shaped the way he organized his life. In talking to his children, and them noticing his 

apparent despondency, he describes what he saw as the epoch of the absence of epoch to his 

children and the destructive effects thereof, and noted to them that: “I would never give up 

continuing to study, document, observe, analyze and critique this becoming in an attempt to find 

ways of overcoming the ordeal, which is to say, of producing a future; I would posit in principle 

that sustaining such a critique requires being able to envisage that the ordeal might not be 

overcome, and hence to assume the radical indeterminacy of the future as irreducible to 

becoming[…].108 He goes on to say that even if his effort to maintain this critique has to be 

thought of as something that cannot be overturned, that nonetheless the traces of his struggle 

might be followed by subsequent generations, who might eventually produce their own circuits 

of individuation, which would allow for the establishment of a new epoch. It is a contradictory 

position, one that is produced due to the madness of the world which has calculated any 

possibility of escape as impossible, and even as such we must hold on to this contradiction and 

work on it. What it means to truly envisage the ordeal as not being surmountable, would mean to 

be in the state of Florian. He is someone who has accepted the total loss of the possibility of any 

difference of existence, other than one for sustenance. Denial is the difficult part, once we have 
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accepted our denial and understood it as such, at this point we can at the very least begin to work 

towards something, to struggle towards a meaning, a struggle which in itself produces at the very 

least traces of meaning.  

 Contrary to all suggestions thus far, one commitment might be to fully involve oneself in 

the world of computational capitalism. If one decides in high-school to go on to study business 

or computer science or any field which might yield some guaranteed calculated gain, one might 

assume that this person, in so far as they have accepted society and have not been rejected by it, 

have nothing to worry about in terms of what they are involving themselves in. If, for example, 

they become wealthy enough so as to not worry about monthly payments, but not so much so 

that work loses its importance so that one can quit whenever they desire, then one might be 

content with this system. It provides unbelievable commodities, which are always improving, 

and more is being produced, and within this world they might argue and compare different 

commodities and take joy in this and make relationships maintained later over on social media 

and so on. This ideal ignores what has been accepted in computational capitalism essentially as 

an operating risk. Yes, we might make 7.3% of Americans depressed109, but that has been 

resolved by the new institutions built to handle this sort of problem. The problem however is the 

epoch of absence we find ourselves in. We have not had the opportunity to think about whether 

calculation of all possibilities is an appropriate path for our societies to take. Stiegler reiterates 

the status of these unintegrated technologies, 

 “In the hands of disintegrated physic apparatuses […] technological but domesticated 

objects such as smartphones, computers, and automobiles, or for that matter airlines, can 
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also becomes as destructive as automatic weapons or explosive devices, as well as being 

able to greatly facilitate the latter’s transport and even manufacture […]. Without a more 

than epochal turn, psychic and social disintegration […] is based on the exploitation of 

this madness without precautions, without thought, without scientific discourse, without 

the elaboration of a new critique of organological and pharmacological reason, which 

alone could prescribe therapies and therapeutics capable of cultivating new reasons for 

hope.” 110  

The creation of the smart phone for example has been done totally uncritically. In plain 

understanding, it is a tool to access the internet and people over long distances instantaneously. 

The former of which we have said prevents the possibility of thinking, and the latter, presents 

people as ideals which are not real which forces us to compare our real self in comparison to 

these ideals, which are taken to be the person themselves. The phone in particular is fascinating 

since it should be considered another organ of our body. If we have ready access to all of our 

body parts through connection to our mind, then our phone, as something that is always present 

and working, should be considered a part of our organs. When we lose a limb for example, 

people can sometimes experience phantom pain, and when we are without our phones, we 

experience anxiety, depression, fear of missing out etc. These feelings are produced by the 

culture industry, which makes one more attached to their devices, in fear of not being a part of 

the world. This world, however, is one which leaves people effectively entirely alone anyways, 

subjected to the madness of the system.  Depression and anxiety however have been tied to 

internet addiction, as shown by a study done in India, despite our assumption that it can help 
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connect people, and logically reduce anxiety.111 Despite this we accept the internet. To then 

make the move and say that we have to address depression and anxiety via the same path of 

technological rationality done in computational capitalism, producing new drugs which reduce 

the average amount of depression based on their propensity to work is totally backwards. This is 

all the clearer when we consider that sometimes SSRIs, a type of antidepressants, can motivate 

someone enough to go through with their suicidal ideations which were difficult to act upon 

because they were so depressed. Choose to engage in the world as such, given the lifestyle that it 

provides, then you are given new pharmacological problems of depressions, which are medicated 

and then forgotten about as we continue spiraling into this lifestyle. Stiegler says “it is these 

modes of life that, insofar as they are no longer mores concretizing rules of life, but precisely 

styles, fashions [modes], destroy social systems and psychic individuals who conform to them 

without identification, without taking part in their genesis: they are psychically as well as 

collectively disindividuating […] the tyranny of lifestyles thereby turns into the tyranny of the 

data economy, and it is precisely in so doing that it becomes disruptive.”112 Adhering to a style 

of living also means furthering the system of disruption, which generates this madness that 

causes instability in the very mode of life that one adheres to. It becomes hard to see that a 

medication for depression is a solution to a produced problem, rather than an innate problem that 

appears and disappears in humanity. Life-knowledge, which is what gives meaning to our 

existence and makes us exist as such, depends on other people to be developed along proper 

moral lines. In so far as morality is being disrupted, causing a demoralization that amounts to 
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abandoning a commitment to a communal desire and formation of the truth and therefore leaving 

the role of truth formation entirely to rationalization.  

 Across what I have read, two activities seem to me to have the best chance at producing 

traces for a bifurcation, which is properly speaking, impossible given the context. Nonetheless, 

we must have courage to pursue this impossibility. For Stiegler, disruption has made it 

impossible for this epoch to materialize as an epoch, and to properly work on developing these 

traces is an expression of courage. Not one of pessimism or optimism, but courage in the face of 

truly contemplating that this “ordeal” might not be overcome. In this mode of thought, he 

nonetheless perseveres in an attitude of courage for the future generations, who rely on the 

contemporaries to present them with their consistencies and the traces of meaning they produce, 

which they make take up and reassess and work on themselves, thus creating their meaning in 

their life, in their context. Life-knowledge is the term that Stiegler uses to describe the 

knowledge that gives us a reason for living beyond basic sustenance, based on the context of the 

particular culture. Egyptians place importance on death, thus their life-knowledge is 

characterized by this unconscious understanding, ordering their life to this understanding. As 

disruption has interrupted life-knowledge from being transferred across generation, very little 

stops the person who has realized within themselves what Florian has, that there is nothing more 

to come, to pick up the work and develop a life-knowledge contextual at least to one’s family or 

community or to give up and die. To give in an die however would deny the possibility of there 

being something different: One has to have courage in the face of the impossibility of developing 

anything else and work at it, so that maybe in the future someone can pick up on the trace, and 

develop further the possibility of a bifurcation, or cause the intellectual rupture that would cause 

the doubly epohkal redoubling. The use of this life-knowledge would be to reestablish morale, 
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“Life-knowledge [savoir-vivre], however, is not conceptual. It is ‘ethical’ in the sense that it 

cultivates the responsibility that the technical form of life has towards its milieu and its place in 

the cosmos by irreducibly ‘diversal’ and ‘historical’ pathways[…].”113  This responsibility that is 

formed is key, because it forms strong relationships based on mutual respect, a respect of being 

with one another that is disparaged due to commodities. That people could be exploited to 

produce a surplus is something that does not make sense in respect to the ethical.  

 Another option is the slow-down, which Jodi Dean presents in Blog Theory, as a reason 

for why her form of communicating content, through a book, should be effective given the 

context of immediate gratification that comes with the products of the culture industry. We can 

choose, at all times, what we do. What we see as our possibilities of doing, however, is not so 

clear to us. This is why we choose to engage in this system which lowers us to engaging with the 

world purely in the mode of drives, never actually getting to the thing we desire. But we can 

simply stop, or at the very least, slow down. Dean presents slowing down as a wager in her book: 

“the wager is inspired by a time-honored tactic in the workers’ struggle: the slow-down. As an 

object whose form installs delays in sampling and syndication and whose contents demands 

postponed gratification, the book mobilizes the gap of mediacy so as to stimulate thought” 114. 

Here we see an echo of what Stiegler accomplished in his cell. Although just reading the book 

was not enough for him, he also had to annotate, reread, reread his notes, recontextualize the text 

given his multiple readings, etc., so as to create a positive collective protention from himself and 

the authors he read. The book or reading as a medium takes time. It does not have emotional 

manipulation in presentation as does TV or radio, it is just the words in the text. This medium is 
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not terribly capturing, and in this way, it gives one room to think. I hope, given what I have 

written, that I can say: “you should uninstall Instagram or Facebook or Tiktok” and this should 

be a considerable possibility. It would not really be that big of a deal to uninstall these apps, as 

they are plainly understood to be a waste of time for the average person. At the very least, those 

moments in between other entertainments which are filled with a 5-minute scroll on Tiktok or 

Instagram can be left open, hopefully giving time to think and remember those activities one 

wanted to do long ago.  

 An openness towards thinking, which would mean the slow reestablishment of meaning 

in the world as we catch up and contextualize all of the different technologies which we have not 

had the time to consider, meaning, reason, and therefore a reason to live, should all return in new 

forms. Meaning will not be the same pre-modern meaning, perhaps the relations we see between 

things in the world will be different; for example, our phones being considered a part of our 

body. Reason will also not be the same, presumably, since we will have to consider that our 

reason now is rationality, leading to the disruption we have to avoid. Is it reasonable to say for 

example that a less impressive work of art produced by a human is more valuable than an 

incredibly impressive work of art produced by an AI? Currently, it is not. AI art is more valuable 

at first sight, and it confuses us to think that a human created it anyway. However, I see the 

former as more valuable. I can listen to Pink Floyd’s Money performed in studio from 1973, with 

perfect mixing and no mistakes, or I can listen to Pink Floyd’s Money live at Pompeii in 2016, 

which sounds different: Gilmour’s voice is older, the guitar is not played the same way, some 

sections are longer to give room for live solos and so forth. But my enjoyment of music is not 

just the empiricist’s soundwaves impacting my eardrums in a way that I enjoy due to 

standardization and repetition, but also seeing the joy of the crowd as the song is performed, the 
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way the artists look at each other, impressed at one another’s abilities and giving each other 

room to perform and shine. I can see all of this, and it is so much more enjoyable than just 

listening to the song, at the very least, for a moment. These moments, however, shape our lives; 

give us meaning. Remember that for Stiegler, it was not only friendship and familiar experiences 

that can characterize our reason for living, but also events which he understood as being capable 

of providing this meaning. Despite the nihilism that is constantly presented to us through the 

calculation of all possibilities, the challenge is to fight against this nihilism, with courage, despite 

it appearing to us logically in our mind as the result of the society we find ourselves in. There is 

a small statistical chance that we might become depressed, we realize all too well that there is no 

extra-ordinary to the world, without also realizing that this state is a production of our very own 

project. While individuality might be stifled due to the establishment of a pseudo-individuality, 

and further through disruption, it is still nonetheless a possibility for all of us simply because it 

was not something the culture industry could totally get rid of. It has to control it, and we can 

just disengage. Hopefully, then, we can work towards a new epoch. 

Epilogue  
When I began working on this thesis, I already had a notion of what our constant 

engagement with the internet meant. It meant to me that I had lost the opportunity to do other 

things that I had always dreamed of doing. I always wanted to learn guitar, but the barre chords 

were too difficult and painful to do, so I gave this up after some time. I enjoyed reading since I 

was very young, but I noticed that I had not read anything for fun since early high school when I 

finally got a phone which connected me to my peers and the internet at large. Of course, I had a 

Facebook account that I do not even remember making; my first email address was to open a 

Facebook account so that my family back home in the Dominican Republic to see me and vice 

versa. I added my school friends on there, and we chatted and shared internet jokes with each 
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other. I do not remember this being a particularly alienating experience in the sense that it would 

inspire madness as Florian experiences it, but I remember finding it fascinating that I could go 

and access so many people from my school, whether I even knew them or not, I thought I could 

see all the things they thought and felt.  

At the very beginning of 2011, I got an iPad as a present, to which I had unregulated 

access because my parents did not think or care to add any parental controls to whatever I did, 

and thus I had unlimited access to the internet. Whereas before I simply enjoyed playing video 

games, getting an iPad had me enjoying watching people play video games. It seems like a 

contradiction that this would happen, as all children watching their older sibling or anyone else 

play a game that they could have access to would complain about when they would get to play. 

What was being enjoyed instead were the personalities of all of the different YouTubers that I 

watched. I wanted to live their lifestyle; all they did was play video games and record themselves 

doing so, making unbelievable amounts of money doing so. Thus, one naïve idea for what I 

wanted to be was introduced to me; not through my parents, neither of which had any job related 

to anything computer related, but rather through watching incredibly lucky and successful people 

normalize and trivialize the ability to make money by playing games. What is troubling about 

this is that it has been very hard in my life thus far to think about what I truly want to do. Even 

now, it is hard for me to imagine that I would be fulfilled in any particular position.  

When I got Instagram in high school, I amassed a measly fifty people to follow my 

Instagram. It felt pathetic, particularly in comparison to some of my peers who had hundreds of 

followers and friends. It was effectively a measurement of how popular I was, how interesting I 

was, and my very being as a person could be placed along this line of followers, where I would 

be at the very bottom. I did not use Instagram much if at all, it caused me too much anxiety to 
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post anything on there and then see the trickle of notifications over several hours of people liking 

the post, or leaving a comment, or even worse, nothing at all. To this day, I do not like posting 

on social media because it causes me this same feeling, and if I do, I disable notifications on 

Instagram until some time has passed.  

The existential problem of not knowing what I wanted to do with my life was postponed: 

I was lucky enough to not have to worry about the college application process that much. I was 

presented with schools to decide from, and I applied to them. Due to a program I applied to 

during high school for no good reason, I discovered that I liked philosophy, and took a class in 

college to see if I wanted to continue studying it. I love philosophy, it is a field in which I am 

happy to write in and provides me with new thoughts and ideas which I explore endlessly. Being 

able to find this passion early on was indispensable for shielding me from engaging in social 

media as much, which I had already begun being skeptical of.  

I would see shared, for example, missing posters for people in NYC. I always thought 

this was a fascinating phenomenon, that one person would share it, and then many others would 

repost it on their story – which is a temporary way of sharing something, just for 24 hours – but I 

figured that no one ever actually looked at what was going on in their world. How could they 

notice a person who is missing when everyone has headphones in and is looking at their phone 

all the time and never at other people? 

What was more infuriating though, was the sharing of misinformation. Because of the 

nature of Instagram stories, people share multiple things on it throughout the day if they are 

active users, if you have even one hundred people you are following who actively do this, it 

becomes a chore to go through all of the stories. And so, because as we all want to be engaged, I 

used to sit there and click through them fast, reading at most a few words at a time or a headline 
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from an article, which are always misleading as they aim to attract attention. At times, the 

headlines were plainly false, claiming facticity in the face of breaking news, when a proper 

investigation into whatever happened could not have possibly been done yet.  

I did not enjoy Instagram, but I certainly enjoyed watching Tiktoks. It was hard not to 

enjoy Tiktok because its algorithm is so effective you can get a personalized page in a few 

minutes of short form entertaining videos. I was totally captured by Tiktok. I filled all of the gaps 

in my time with Tiktok. Even when I had to begin doing homework, I would entertain myself by 

watching Tiktok and then forget the time. The content is similar to Instagram stories. I will get a 

feed of entertaining content, news, opinions, and so forth. All of it is so gratuitous and so low 

effort it was hard to care about finishing assignments, hanging out with people, and other related 

life activities. This mode of engagement became more characteristic of other aspects of my life. I 

would sit there and play video games or watch Tiktok mindlessly for hours, without thinking 

about even eating food at times, because I was so entertained. I genuinely enjoy video games, but 

I cannot say that I genuinely enjoy Tiktok. This was very clear to me after a few months of using 

the app. I was just filling my empty time, which became more uncomfortable for me both as my 

time in college was reaching its conclusion and I realized that many activities that I would enjoy 

doing became more difficult. All of them started to seem to me like a waste of my time. 

So, noticing this latest commodity in my life, one which did not have the chance to merge 

into my life as a necessary aspect just yet because it is so novel and so much more standardized 

and thus alienating than other products, I decided to disengage. I decided to uninstall Tiktok at 

the beginning of this year. More broadly, On January 1st, I decided to go through and clear out 

my phone of its entertainment as much as I was comfortable with. I reduced my apps to just the 

home page. All I left was YouTube, as I used that to learn a lot about history and further that 
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particular hobby of mine and to listen to podcasts while at my job. I also tried to disable 

notifications that were purely designed to draw my attention to things that were not really that 

important. For example, Apple’s news app will send you a notification once a day to show you 

some headlines, in the hope that you will click and then be captured. All of these kinds of alerts I 

disabled. As I had lost my reason to engage with my phone beyond the necessary, I would find 

myself picking up my phone habitually, looking at the home page, and then putting my phone 

away after I realized that there was nothing to do with it. 

 This is the most important part of this general experiment I did. Before continuing this, I 

also have to say that many of these social media sites act as bandages to a festering wound for 

many people. While depression and anxiety may be produced by engagement with these sites, a 

person who does so is also curing themselves in a twisted way at the same time. They are getting 

engagement, and there is a sense of elevated importance that appears through posting and 

sharing. As I see our phones as being a part of our body in the same way that our hands are – 

they are constantly accessible and expected to be accessible – and for phones in particular this 

means that the imagined access is that of the information of the entire web. Simply getting rid of 

one’s phone is not plausible as it is required to some extent to survive in society as such, but I 

imagine a sudden removal would produce something similar to a phantom pain. A person who 

loses their arm will sometimes experience pain in their missing limb, something which goes 

away hopefully with time. Instead of phantom pain, consider instead a post-partum depression. 

After birth, some mothers and even fathers can experience post-partum depression, a depression 

induced by the birth of their child. The separation from the baby, something which was not with 

the mother her whole life and is not expected to be a permanent part of her, just a few months, 

causes a great change in mental well-being. I believe a phone can do the same thing since it is 
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always present with us if we just remove it plainly without filling in this gap with alternatives. 

This is to say that trying to disengage from the commodities produced in this late stage is terribly 

difficult, and it is easy to experience alienation from others when our behaviors change so 

drastically. Now when I eat at the dining hall on Campus, I sit there and eat my food, and I look 

around and see others sitting by themselves fully distracted by their phones, or with other people 

talking with one another. What do I look like, sitting there by myself, eating my food, and 

looking at nothing in particular? If I do not seem like an insane person like I believe I appear, 

nevertheless I feel like an insane person because I believe it sitting there eating my food and 

doing absolutely nothing else. There is no reason for me to feel so except that lifestyles have 

been advertised to me my entire life; I am supposed to imagine that I will have friends present all 

the time as one notices based on what is shared on social media or that I am meant to be more 

productive in some way. All of this makes it very difficult to just get rid of these apps and 

radically change my behavior, but nonetheless, I wanted to do so, past my discomfort. 

In these moments when I realized that there was nothing to do with my phone, I had a 

moment to look back at myself and ask, “What should I do instead?” As I uncovered small 

amounts of free time, all of these would work towards thinking about things to do. I remembered 

that I loved reading, and I noticed college had essentially made reading stressful for me since all 

of it amounted to something that I had to read to do work. I recaptured some of the joy of reading 

by searching for and finding a book in a used bookstore, Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley, which was 

and still is a joy to read as I work through it. At some point, however, I was getting tired of the 

writing style, and how much I had left, so I switched to Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities, 

which has been and is a joy to read as I am reading it. This time I spent reading these books was 
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the same time that I would have spent consuming content from one of the various apps available 

on my phone.           

As a result of this, a lot of other activities in my life started to appear to me to be 

worthless, for example, video games. While video games are still entertaining to me, playing the 

same ones over and over again and doing the same thing was not as appealing to me anymore. I 

tried to salvage it by adding some arbitrary meaning to it, like completing difficult tasks in the 

game, but what I thought about instead were the hobbies that I could be developing instead of 

doing essentially the same thing over and over again in the game. So, I reduced the amount of 

time I spent playing video games. As these kinds of things began changing in my life, there was 

even a pointlessness in rushing to get all of my work done so that I could go and entertain 

myself.  

I always found sculpture to be quite a fun activity. I am a bit of a perfectionist, and 

sculpture calls for me to sit there and work on and endlessly adjust to my perfect vision of what I 

want it to be. So, one day after finishing my work shift at Wiggins Sculpture Studio, I decided to 

stay behind and make a clay sculpture. I am extremely happy that I did this, and I hope when I 

have more time to develop this hobby more casually. While I was working on this, I ran into a 

friend who stopped by because she saw me working there and thought she might as well also 

work on her projects. Herein lies what it means to work together in a society. We establish the 

meaning of the world with one another, we see each other and want to be with one another, and it 

brings sense to the activities that we do. I was satisfied by working on the sculpture and making 

it myself, but I was much happier than I would have been in isolation because my work was 

acknowledged without it having a particular value or reason for production. I was just doing it 
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for myself, and she thought it looked nice. This is good enough to recapture some of that life-

knowledge that has to be formulated for our epoch.  

Nevertheless, this was not a simple gain for me. It also meant being exposed to the 

feeling that Florian felt in his understanding, and therefore all of our understanding of the world. 

It really does feel like there is nothing new coming after our generation. It has always made me 

upset to see people pull out their phones at a dinner table, it seems like such a gross disruption of 

the ritual of eating with one another. As my ability to notice more of this type of engagement 

with our world, I have also been saddened by so much more of the engagement with media and 

the world at large. So, help me and help yourself! Hopefully through reading through the earlier 

sections of this work maybe you can peel back the first layer of the suppression of the culture 

industry, which may be as easy as just deleting the latest entertainment app, and allowing 

yourself to sit with this feeling. What do you feel like doing? Eventually, an answer might appear 

that isn’t just reinstalling the app or opening another, and instead something different.  

Optimism and pessimism are both modes of denial for the current state of the world, that 

something better is coming when the impossibility within the rational context is clear, and 

pessimism in the face of a system that we have created and reproduce does not make any sense. 

Courage then, is the better attitude to take towards life as it stands. I expressed my courage in 

abandoning the endless entertainment of my phone, in trying to have conversations about this 

very topic with many of my peers despite the clear alienation felt from my attempt to live 

differently, partly to understand some of the logical steps for why someone who understands 

consumerism to be a bad thing nonetheless engage with it endlessly, but also to, in the same vein 

as what I hope has happened by the end of this project, to try and convince people to shift the 

way they live their lives. 
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