Theodor Adorno

Messages in a Bottle

Key people. —The self-important type who only thinks himself something
when confirmed by the role he plays in collectives which are none, existing
merely for the sake of collectivity; the delegate with the armband; the rapt
speechmaker spicing his address with wholesome wit and prefacing his con-
cluding remark with a wistful “Would that it were’; the charity vulture and
the professor hastening from one congress to the next—they all once called
forth the laughter befitting the naive, provincial and petty-bourgeois. Now
the resemblance to the nineteenth-century satire has been discarded; the
principle has spread doggedly from the caricatures to the whole bourgeois
class. Not only have its members been subjected to unflagging social control
by competition and cooption in their professional life, their private life too
has been absorbed by the reified formations to which interpersonal relations
have congealed. The reasons, to start with, are crudely material: only by



proclaiming assent through laudable service to the community as it is,
by admission to a recognized group, be it merely a freemasonry
degenerated to a skittles club, do you earn the trust that pays off in a
catch of customers and clients and the award of sinecures. The sub-
stantial citizen does not qualify merely by bank credit or even by dues
to his organizations; he must donate his life-blood and the free time
left over from the larceny business, as chairman or treasurer of com-
mittees he was half drawn to as he half succumbed. No hope is left to
him but the obligatory tribute in the club circular when his heart
attack catches him up. Not to be a member of anything is to arouse
suspicion: when seeking naturalization, you are expressly asked to list
your memberships. This, however, rationalized as the individual’s
willingness to cast off his egoism and dedicate himself to a whole
which is really no more than the universal objectification of egoism, is
reflected in people’s behaviour. Powerless in an overwhelming
society, the individual experiences himself only as socially mediated.
The institutions made by people are thus additionally fetishized: since
subjects have known themselves only as exponents of institutions,
these have acquired the aspect of something divinely ordained. You
feel yourself to the marrow a doctor’s wife, a member of a faculty, a
chairman of the committee of religious experts—I once heard a villain
publicly use that phrase without raising a laugh—as one might in
other times have felt oneself part of a family or tribe. You become
once again in consciousness what you are in your being in any case.
Compared to the illusion of the self-sufficient personality existing
independently in the commodity society, such consciousness is truth.
You really are no more than doctor’s wife, faculty member or relig-
ious expert. But the negative truth becomes a lie as positivity. The less
functional sense the social division of labour has, the more stubbornly
subjects cling to what social fatality has inflicted on them. Estrange-
ment becomes closeness, dehumanization humanity, the extinguishing
of the subject its confirmation. The socialization of human beings
today perpetuates their asociality, while not allowing even the social
misfit to pride himself on being human.

11

Legalities. —What the Nazis did to the Jews was unspeakable: language
has no word for it, since even mass murder would have sounded, in
face of its planned, systematic totality, like something from the good
old days of the serial killer. And yet a term needed to be found if the
victims—in any case too many for their names to be recalled—were to
be spared the curse of having no thoughts turned unto them. So in
English the concept of genocide was coined. But by being codified, as
set down in the International Declaration of Human Rights, the
unspeakable was made, for the sake of protest, commensurable. By its
elevation to a concept, its possibility is virtually recognized: an insti-
tution to be forbidden, rejected, discussed. One day negotiations may
take place in the forum of the United Nations on whether some new
atrocity comes under the heading of genocide, whether nations have a
right to intervene that they do not want to exercise in any case, and
whether in view of the unforeseen difficulty of applying it in practice
the whole concept of genocide should be removed from the statutes.



Soon afterwards there are inside-page headlines in journalese: East
Turkestan genocide programme nears completion.

II1

Freedom as they know it—People have so manipulated the concept of
freedom that it finally boils down to the right of the stronger and
richer to take from the weaker and poorer whatever they still have.
Attempts to change this are seen as shameful intrusions into the realm
of the very individuality that by the logic of that freedom has dis-
solved into an administered void. But the objective spirit of language
knows better. German and English reserve the word ‘free’ for things
and services which cost nothing. Aside from a critique of political
economy, this bears witness to the unfreedom posited in the exchange
relationship itself; there is no freedom as long as everything has its
price, and in reified society things exempted from the price mechan-
ism exist only as pitiful rudiments. On closer inspection they too are
usually found to have their price, and to be handouts with commod-
ities or at least with domination: parks make prisons more endurable
to those not in them. For people with a free, spontaneous, serene
and nonchalant temper, however, for those who derive freedom as a
privilege from unfreedom, language holds ready an apposite name:
that of impudence.

IV

Les Adieux.—‘Goodbye’ has for centuries been an empty formula.
Now relationships have gone the same way. Leavetaking is obsolete.
Two who belong together may part because one changes his domicile;
people are anyway no longer at home in a town, but as the ultimate
consequence of freedom of movement, subject their whole lives even
spatially to whatever the most favourable conditions of the labour
market may be. Then it’s over, or they meet. To be lastingly apart and
to hold love fast has become unthinkable. ‘O parting, fountain of all
words,” but it has run dry, and nothing comes out except bye, bye or
ta-ta. Airmail and courier delivery substitute logistical problems for
the anxious wait for the letter, even where the absent partner has not
jettisoned anything not palpably to hand as ballast. Airline directors
can hold jubilee speeches on how much uncertainty and sorrow
people are thereby spared. But the liquidation of parting is a matter
of life and death to the traditional notion of humanity. Who could
still love if the moment is excluded when the other, corporeal being is
petceived as an image compressing the whole continuity of life as into
a heavy fruit? What would hope be without distance? Humanity was
the awareness of the presence of that not present, which evaporates in
a condition which accords all things not present the palpable sem-
blance of presence and immediacy, and hence has only scorn for what
finds no enjoyment in such simulation. Yet to insist on parting’s inner
possibility in face of its pragmatic impossibility would be a lie, for the
inward does not unfold within itself but only in relation to the object-
ive, and to make ‘inward’ a collapsed outwardness does violence to
the inward itself, which is left to sustain itself as if on its own flame.
The restoration of gestures would follow the example of the professor



of German literature who, on Christmas Eve, held his sleeping child-
ren for a moment before the shining tree to cause a déja vu and steep
them in myth. A humanity come of age will have to transcend its own
concept of the emphatically human, positively. Otherwise its absolute
negation, the inhuman, will carry off victory.

v

Gentlemen’s hononr.— Vis-a-vis women men have assumed the duty of
discretion, one of the means whereby the crudity of violence is made
to appear softened, control as mutual concession. Since they have out-
lawed promiscuity to secure woman as a possession, while yet needing
promiscuity to prevent their own renunciation from rising to an
unendurable pitch, men have made to the women of their class who
give themselves without marriage the tacit promise not to speak of it
to any other man, or to infringe the patriarchal dictate of womanly
reputation. Discretion then became the joyous source of all secrecy, all
artful triumphs over the powers that be, indeed, even of trust, through
which distinction and integrity are formed. The letter Holderlin
addressed to his mother after the fatal Frankfurt catastrophe, without
being moved by the expression of his ultimate despair to hint at the
reason for his breach with Herr Gontard or even to mention Dio-
tima’s name, while the violence of passion passes over into grief-
stricken words about the loss of the pupil who was his beloved’s child
—that letter elevates the force of dutiful silence to burning emotion,
and makes such silence itself an expression of the unendurable con-
flict of human right with the right of that which is. But just as amid
the universal unfreedom each trait of humanity wrung from it grows
ambiguous, so it is even with manly discretion, which is reputedly
nothing but noble. It turns into an instrument of woman’s revenge for
her oppression. That men have to keep quiet among themselves,
indeed, that the whole erotic sphere takes on a greater air of secrecy
the more considerate and well-bred people are, procures for women
opportunities from the convenient lie to sly and unhampered decep-
tion, and condemns the gentleman to the role of dimwit. Upper-class
women have acquired a whole technique of isolation, of keeping men
apart, and finally of wilfully dividing all the spheres of feeling, behav-
iour and valuation, in which the male division of labour is grotesquely
reduplicated. This enables them to manipulate the trickiest situations
with aplomb—at the cost of the very immediacy that women so pride
themselves on. Men have drawn their own conclusions from this, collud-
ing in the sneering sous-entendu that women just are like that. The wink
implying cosi fan tutte repudiates all discretion, although no name is
dropped, and has moreover the justification of knowing that, unfail-
ingly, any woman who avails herself of her lover’s gallantry has herself
broken the trust he placed in her. The lady who is one, and refuses to
make of gentility the mockery of good manners, therefore has no choice
but to set aside the discredited principle of discretion and openly,
shamelessly take her love upon her. But who has the strength for that?

VI

Post festum. —Pain at the decay of erotic relationships is not just, as it



takes itself to be, fear of love’s withdrawal, nor the kind of narcissistic
melancholy that has been penetratingly described by Freud. Also
involved is fear of the transience of one’s own feeling. So little room is
left to spontaneous impulses that anyone still granted them at all feels
them as joy and treasure even when they cause pain, and indeed,
experiences the last stinging traces of immediacy as a possession to be
grimly defended, in order not to become oneself a thing. The fear of
loving another is greater, no doubt, than of losing that other’s love.
The idea offered to us as solace that in a few years we shall not under-
stand our passion and will be able to meet the loved woman in com-
pany with nothing more than fleeting, astonished curiosity, is apt to
exasperate the recipient beyond all measure. That passion, which
breaches the context of rational utility and seems to help the self to
escape its monadic prison, should itself be something relative to be
fitted back into individual life by ignominious reason, is the ultimate
blasphemy. And yet inescapably passion itself, in experiencing the
inalienable boundary between two people, is forced to reflect on that
very moment and thus, in the act of being overwhelmed by it, to
recognize the nullity of its overwhelming. Really one has always
sensed futility; happiness lay in the nonsensical thought of being car-
ried away, and each time that went wrong was the last time, was
death. The transience of that in which life is concentrated to the
utmost breaks through in just that extreme concentration. On top of
all else the unhappy lover has to admit that exactly where he thought
he was forgetting himself he loved himself only. No directness leads
outside the guilty circle of the natural, but only reflection on how
closed it is.

VII

Come closer.—The split between outer and inner, in which the individ-
ual subject is made to feel the dominance of exchange-value, also
affects the supposed sphere of immediacy, even those relationships
which include no material interests. They each have a double history.
That they, as a third between two people, dispense with inwardness
and objectify themselves in forms, habits, obligations, gives them
endurance. Their seriousness and responsibility lie partly in not
giving way to every impulse, but asserting themselves as something
solid and constant against individual psychology. That, however, does
not abolish what goes on in each individual: not only moods, inclin-
ations and aversions, but above all reactions to the other’s behaviour.
And the inner history stakes its claim more forcefully the less the inner
and outer are distinguishable by probing. The fear of the secret decay
of relationships is almost always caused by those involved allegedly or
really finding things ‘too hard’. They are too weak in face of reality,
overtaxed by it on all sides, to muster the loving determination to
maintain the relationship purely for its own sake. In the realm of
utility every relationship worthy of human beings takes on an aspect
of luxury. No one can really afford it, and resentment at this breaks
through in critical situations. Because each partner knows that in
truth unceasing actuality is needed, a moment’s flagging seems to
make everything crumble. This can still be felt even when the objecti-
fied form of the relationship shuts it out. The inescapable duality of



outer and inner upsets precisely authentic, affectively charged rela-
tionships. If the subject is deeply involved while the relationship’s out-
ward aspect prevents him, with good reason, from indulging his
impulse, the relation is turned to permanent suffering and thus
endangered. The absurd significance of trivia like a missed telephone
call, a stinted handshake, a hackneyed turn of phrase, springs from
their manifesting an inner dynamic otherwise held in check, and
threatening the relationship’s objective concreteness. Psychologists
may well condemn the fear and shock of such moments as neurotic,
pointing out their disproportion to the relation’s objective weight.
Anyone who takes fright so easily is indeed ‘unrealistic’, and in his
dependence on the reflexes of his own subjectivity betrays a faulty
adjustment. But only when one responds to the inflection of another’s
voice with despair is the relation as spontaneous as it should be
between free people, while yet for that very reason becoming a tor-
ment which, moreover, takes on an air of narcissism in its fidelity to
the idea of immediacy, its impotent protest against coldheartedness.
The neurotic reaction is that which hits on the true state of affairs,
while the one adjusted to reality already discounts the relationship as
dead. The cleansing of human beings of the murk and impotence of
affects is in direct proportion to the advance of dehumanization.

VIII

Depreciation.—Kandinsky wrote in 1912: ‘An artist, having once
“found his form at last”, thinks he can now go on producing works in
peace. Unfortunately, he usually fails to notice that from this moment
(of “peace”) he very soon begins to lose the form he has at last found.’
It is no different with understanding. It does not live on stock. Each
thought is a force-field, and just as the truth-content of a judgement
cannot be divorced from its execution, the only true ideas are those
which transcend their own thesis. Since they have to dissolve petrified
views of objects, the mental precipitate of social ossification, the form
of reification which lies in a thought’s being held as a firm possession
opposes its own meaning. Even opinions of the most extreme radical-
ism are falsified as soon as they are insisted upon, as society eagerly
confirms by discussing the doctrine and thus absorbing it. This casts
its shadow over the concept of theory. There is not one that, by virtue
of its constitution as a fixed, coherent structure, does not harbour a
moment of reification within it: develop paranoid features. Precisely
this makes it effective. The concept of the idée fixe touches not only on
the aberration but is an ingredient of theory itself, the total pretension
of something particular that arises as soon as a discrete moment is
held fast in isolation. Ideas related to their antithesis are not exempt.
Even theories of the utmost dignity are prone at least to reified inter-
pretation. They seem in this to comply secretly with a demand of the
commodity society. The idée fixe, like persecution mania, usually
relates to the attribution of guilt. The mania’s system cannot see
through the system of mania, the veil of the social totality. It therefore
hits out at a single principle: for Rousseau civilization, for Freud the
Oedipus complex, for Nietzsche the rancour of the weak. If the theory
is not of that kind, its reception can still render it paranoid. To say in
a precise sense that someone holds this or that theory is already to
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imply the stolid, blankly staring proclamation of grievances, immune
to self-reflection. Thinkers lacking in the paranoid element—one of
them was Georg Simmel, though he made of the lack a panacea—have
no impact or are soon forgotten. By no means does this imply their
superiority. If truth were defined as the utterly non-paranoid, it would
be at the same time not only the utterly impotent and in conflict with
itself, to the extent that practice is among its elements—but it would
also be wholly unable to evolve a coherent structure of meaning.
Flight from the idée fixe becomes a flight from thought. Thinking puri-
fied of obsession, a thoroughgoing empiricism, grows itself obsessive
while sacrificing the idea of truth, which fares badly enough at empiri-
cists’ hands. From this aspect, too, dialectics would have to be seen as an
attempt to escape the either/or. It is the effort to rescue theory’s trenchancy
and consequential logic without surrendering it to delusion.

IX

Procrustes.—The throttling of thought makes use of an almost inescap-
able pair of alternatives. What is wholly verified empirically, with all
the checks demanded by competitors, can always be foreseen by the
most modest use of reason. The questions are so ground down in the
mill that, in principle, little more can emerge than that the percentage
of tuberculosis cases is higher in a slum district than on Park Avenue.
The sneering empiricist sabotage thrives on this, being patted on the
back by the budget makers who administer its affairs in any case, and
shown the drawn-down corners of the mouth that signify: Knew it all
along’. But that which would be different, the contribution the scien-
tists claim to thirst for, they deprecate equally, just because it is not
known by everyone: ‘“Where is the evidence?” If this is lacking, a
thought can only be vain and idle speculation, whereas research is
supposed to caper like reportage. These fatal alternatives induce ill-
tempered defeatism. People do science as long as something pays for
it. But they have faith in neither its relevance nor the bindingness of
its results. They would discard the whole consignment of junk, if
changes in the social form of organization made redundant, for
example, the ascertaining of statistical averages, in admiration of
which formal democracy is mirrored as the mere superstition of the
research bureaux. The procedure of the official social sciences is little
more now than a parody of the businesses that keep such science
afloat while really needing it only as an advertisement. The whole
appararus of book-keeping, administration, annual reports and
balance-sheets, important sessions and business trips, is set in motion
to confer on commercial interests the semblance of a general necessity
elicited from the depths. The self-induced motion of such office work
is called research only because it has no serious influence on material
production, still less goes beyond it as critique. In research the spirit
of this world plays by itself, but in the way children play bus-
conductors, selling tickets that lead nowhere. The assertion of such
spirit’s employees that one day they will bring off their synthesis of
theory and factual material, they just lack the time at present, is a
foolish excuse that backfires on them in tacitly acknowledging the
priority of practical obligations. The table-embroidered monographs
could hardly ever, and then only in a sardonic mode, be elevated to
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theory by mediating mental operations. The endless collegial hunt,
careering between the ‘hypotheses’ and ‘proofs’ of social science, is a
wild-goose chase since each of the supposed hypotheses, if inhabited
by theoretical meaning at all, breaks through precisely the shaky
facade of mere facticity, which in the demand for proofs prolongs
itself as research. That music cannot be really experienced over the
radio is, to be sure, a modest theoretical idea; but as translated into
research, for instance by the proof that the enthusiastic listeners to
certain serious music programmes cannot even recall the titles of the
pieces they have consumed, yields the mere husk of the theory it
claims to verify. Even if a group meeting all the statistical criteria
knew all the titles, that would no more be evidence of the experience
of music than, conversely, ignorance of the names in itself confirms its
absence. The regression of hearing can only be deduced from the
social tendency towards the consumption process as such, and identi-
fied in specific traits. It cannot be inferred from arbitrarily isolated
and then quantified acts of consumption. To make them the measure
of knowledge would be oneself to assume the extinction of experience,
and to operate in an ‘experience-free’ way while trying to analyse the
change of experience: a primitive vicious circle. As gauche miming of
the exact sciences, beside whose results the social sciences seem paltry,
research clings fearfully to the reified plaster cast of vital processes as
a guarantee of correctness, whereas its only proper task—one thereby
improper to the methods of research—would be to demonstrate the
reification of the living through those methods’ immanent contra-
diction.

X

Imaginative excesses.—Those schooled in dialectical theory are reluctant
to indulge in positive images of the proper society, of its members,
even of those who would accomplish it. Past traces deter them; in
retrospect, all social utopias since Plato’s merge in a dismal resem-
blance to what they were devised against. The leap into the future,
clean over the conditions of the present, lands in the past. In other
words: ends and means cannot be formulated in isolation from each
other. Dialectics will have no truck with the maxim that the former
justify the latter, no matter how close it seems to come to the doctrine
of the ruse of reason or, for that matter, the subordination of individ-
ual spontaneity to party discipline. The belief that the blind play of
means could be summarily displaced by the sovereignty of rational
ends was bourgeois utopianism. It is the antithesis of means and ends
itself that should be criticized. Both are reified in bourgeois thinking,
the ends as ‘ideas’ the sterility of which lies in their powerlessness to
be externalized, such unrealizability being craftily passed off as
implicit in absoluteness; means as ‘data’ of mere, meaningless exist-
ence, to be sorted out, according to their effectiveness or lack of it,
into anything whatever, but devoid of reason in themselves. This pet-
rified antithesis holds good for the world that produced it, but not for
the effort to change it. Solidarity can call on us to subordinate not only
individual interests but even our better insight. Conversely, violence,
manipulation and devious tactics compromise the end they claim
to serve, and thereby dwindle to no more than means. Hence the
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precariousness of any statement about those on whom the transform-
ation depends. Because means and ends are actually divided, the
subjects of the breakthrough cannot be thought of as an unmediated
unity of the two. No more, however, can the division be perpetuated
in theory by the expectation that they might be either simply bearers
of the end or else unmitigated means. The dissident wholly governed
by the end is today in any case so thoroughly despised by friend and
foe as an ‘idealist’ and daydreamer, that one is more inclined to
impute redemptive powers to his eccentricity than to reaffirm his
impotence as impotent. Certainly, however, no more faith can be
placed in those equated with the means; the subjectless beings whom
historical wrong has robbed of the strength to right it, adapted to tech-
nology and unemployment, conforming and squalid, hard to distin-
guish from the wind-jackets of fascism: their actual state disclaims the
idea that puts its trust in them. Both types are theatre masks of class
society projected on to the night-sky of the future, and the bourgeois
themselves have always delighted at their errors, no less than their
irreconcilability: on one hand the abstract rigorist, helplessly striving
to realize chimeras, and on the other the subhuman creature who as
dishonour’s progeny shall never be allowed to avert it.

What the rescuers would be like cannot be prophesied without obscur-
ing their image with falsehood. What can be perceived, however, is
what they will not be like: neither personalities nor bundles of
reflexes, but least of all a synthesis of the two, hardboiled realists with
a sense of higher things. When the constitution of human beings has
grown adapted to social antagonisms heightened to the extreme, the
humane constitution sufficient to hold antagonism in check will be
mediated by the extremes, not an average mingling of the two. The
bearers of technical progress, now still mechanized mechanics, will, in
evolving their special abilities, reach the point already indicated by
technology where specialization grows superfluous. Once their con-
sciousness has been converted into pure means without any qualifica-
tion, it may cease to be a means and breach, with its attachment to
particular objects, the last heteronomous barrier; its last entrapment
in the existing state, the last fetishism of the status quo, including that
of its own self, which is dissolved in its radical implementation as an
instrument. Drawing breath at last, it may grow aware of the incon-
gruence between its rational development and the irrationality of its
ends, and act accordingly.

At the same time, however, the producers are more than ever thrown
back on theory, to which the idea of a just condition evolves in their
own medium, self-consistent thought, by virtue of insistent self-
criticism. The class division of society is also maintained by those who
oppose class society: following the schematic division of physical and
mental labour, they split themselves up into workers and intellectuals.
This division cripples the practice which is called for. It cannot be
arbitrarily set aside. But while those professionally concerned with
things of the mind are themselves turned more and more into techni-
cians, the growing opacity of capitalist mass society makes an associa-
tion between intellectuals who still are such, with workers who still
know themselves to be such, more timely than thirty years ago. At that
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time such unity was compromised by free-wheeling bourgeois of the
liberal professions, who were shut out by industry and tried to gain
influence by left-wing bustlings. The community of workers of head
and hand had a soothing sound, and the proletariat rightly sniffed
out, in the spiritual leadership commended to them by figures such as
Kurt Hiller, a subterfuge to bring the class struggle under control by
just such spiritualization. Today, when the concept of the proletariat,
unshaken in its economic essence, is so occluded by technology that in
the greatest industrial country there can be no question of proletarian
class-consciousness, the role of intellectuals would no longer be to
alert the torpid to their most obvious interests, but to strip the veil
from the eyes of the wise-guys, the illusion that capitalism, which makes
them its temporary beneficiaries, is based on anything other than
their exploitation and oppression. The deluded workers are directly
dependent on those who can still just see and tell of their delusion.
Their hatred of intellectuals has changed accordingly. It has aligned
itself to the prevailing commonsense views. The masses no longer mis-
trust intellectuals because they betray the revolution, but because they
might want it, and thereby reveal how great is their own need of intel-
lectuals. Only if the extremes come together will humanity survive.

Editorial Afterword to T.W. Adorno, Gesammelte Schriften,
BAND 4, Anhang

Adorno’s Minima Moralia was first published in 1951 by Suhrkamp
Verlag, Berlin and Frankfurt. Suhrkamp brought out a second,
revised edition in Frankfurt in 1962. The 7th-gth thousand of this
edition, published in 1964, represent the last version of the text that
appeared during the author’s lifetime; the present reprint follows that
edition. Adorno removed a small number of texts from the manu-
scripts at various times. His reasons for doing so varied: sometimes
he was guided by considerations concerning the overall structure of
the book, and sometimes he was trying to avoid overlapping of sub-
ject matter. As Adorno in no case wanted to distance himself from
what he had written, the editor of the Gesammelte Schriften believes
himself justified in including these hitherto unpublished pieces in an
appendix.
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