
Adorno’s (1981-1982) specific warning about the dangers of film:  “The liberated film would have to wrest its a priori collectivity from the mechanisms of unconscious and irrational influence’ (203-204).  As Storey (2003, 2006) and Strinati (2004) among others, have pointed out, post-Marxists share their ambivalence about pop culture with cultural conservatives, and are equally as keen to expose and ridicule ‘kitsch,’ although for rather different reasons. The Frankfurt School as a whole was deeply concerned about the parallels between American popular culture and German fascism, hence their resort to the high modernist avant garde as an antidote.

Here, text is defended by default: its merit is that it escapes the fate of the image. Hence the enemy here may be visual culture rather than popular culture, but given the overlap, popular culture must surely be part of Mandel’s intended target.  A parallel preference is expressed by Adorno (1981-1982/1966), in relation to those images that appear in film:

               “Film is faced with the dilemma of finding a procedure which neither lapses

                into arts-and-crafts nor slips into a more documentary mode. The obvious

                answer today, as forty years ago, is that of montage which does not interfere

               with things but rather arranges them in a constellation akin to that of writing.” 

                 (p.203)

According to this rare moment of generosity on Adorno’s part, the dubious art of film can be redeemed by being made to resemble in its syntax the traditional written text.

---------------------------------

         Another primary concern is commercialism, as though youth are particularly susceptible to materialistic values and should be prevented as long as possible from becoming consumers. This criticism of popular culture has come not only from the right but also from the left, as for example in Hoggart (2004) and particularly Adorno & Horkheimer (1972/1945):

“Movies and radio no longer pretend to be art. The truth that they are

  just business is made into an ideology in order to justify the rubbish they

 deliberately produce. They call themselves industries. …Automobiles,

 bombs, and movies keep the whole thing together until their leveling

 element shows its strength in the very wrong that is furthered. 

      (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1993/1945, p.31)

There is an implicit assumption in the Frankfurt School of thought, fostered more recently by Barber (2001), that consumption is a purely privatized activity, and hence in opposition to the public presence, judgment, and voice that citizenship require.  Presumably engagement in production escapes this critique, although one could argue along with the 1844 Manuscripts that it is in the productive process that alienation arises, or with the Grundrisse that production and consumption are not easily separable in the first place.
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Notes:

To the extent that critical theory is the heir not only to the German idealism but of ph philosophy as such. It is not just a research hypothesis which shows its value in the ongoing business of men. It is an essential element in the historical effort to create a world which satisfies the needs and the powers of men. However extensive the interaction between the critical theory and the special sciences whose progress the theory must respect and on which it has for decades exercised a liberating and stimulating influence, the theory never aims simply at an increase of knowledge as such. Its goal is man’s emancipation from slavery.
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