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Exiled to California during the Second World War, the German scholars Theodor Adorno and Max 

Horkheimer produced five “philosophical fragments” of cultural analysis reflecting on the failures of the 

Enlightenment.  Their Dialectic of Enlightenment answers the question “why mankind, instead of entering 

into a truly human condition, is sinking into a new kind of barbarism.” After its publication in 1947, the 

text became the centerpiece of the Frankfurt School’s canon of Critical Theory and has since influenced 

scholarly work throughout the humanities and social sciences.  The seminar will examine this provocative 

account of history and culture from several perspectives, asking how a book written under the shadow of 

the Holocaust can still speak to us today. 

 

The five essays in the book include a history of enlightenment; analyses of works by Homer, Kant, Sade, 

and Nietzsche; aesthetic and political criticism of cinema and radio; and an effort to account for the rise 

of anti-Semitism.  Throughout these segments Adorno and Horkheimer hold that social freedom is the 

purpose of enlightenment.  But, they argue, as enlightenment values elevated scientific thought over 

premodern magic, they sowed the seeds of their own failure.  Rationality, statistics, and pragmatism failed 

to accommodate essential human needs like personal relationships and aesthetic delight.  In its attempt to 

purify itself of subjective error, the enlightenment created a desire for just those forces it had sought to 

extinguish.  Thus the “candy-floss entertainment” of mass culture and the arbitrary authority of the ruling 

class are embraced by the people, ensuring their own continued subjection.  Yet enlightenment still 

contains within it utopian possibilities: as it disseminates knowledge and shows the true nature of power, 

the masses can learn how to throw off domination.   

 

Prefacing a 1969 edition of the book, Adorno and Horkheimer admit that they can no longer support all 

of its claims: “that would be irreconcilable with a theory which holds that the core of truth is historical, 

rather than an unchanging constant to be set against the movement of history.”  As we look at this work 

60 years after its original publication, we must ask why its arguments about culture and politics are still 

of so much interests to scholars of our own historical moment.  What does The Dialectic of Enlightenment 
have to teach us in the current context of global markets, decreasing distinctions between high and low 

art, and a level of access to information and entertainment that would have been unthinkable to the 

authors?  To what extent are we still living in the culture that produced Fascism, Nazism, and runaway 

capitalism? 

 

This seminar will include talks by Miriam Hansen (English), Moishe Postone (History), David Wellbery 

(German), William Mazzarella (Anthropology), and Anita Chari (Political Science).  We recommend the 

2002 Stanford edition of the text. 

 


