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THE NEW FORMS OF CONTROL

A comfortable, smooth, reasonable, democratic unfreedom pre-
vails in advanced industrial civilization, a token of technical
progress. Indeed, what could be more rational than the suppres-
sion of individuality in the mechanization of socially necessary
but painful performances; the concentration of individual enter-
prises in more effective, more productive corporations; the
regulation of free competition among unequally equipped eco-
nomic subjects; the curtailment of prerogatives and national
sovereignties which impede the international organization of
resources. That this technological order also involves a political
and intellectual coordination may be a regrettable and yet
promising development.

The rights and liberties which were such vital factors in the
origins and earlier stages of industrial society yield to a higher
stage of this society: they are losing their traditional rationale
and content. Freedom of thought, speech, and conscience
were—just as free enterprise, which they served to promote
and protect—essentially critical ideas, designed to replace an
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obsolescent material and intellectual culture by a more product-
ive and rational one. Once institutionalized, these rights and
liberties shared the fate of the society of which they had become
an integral part. The achievement cancels the premises.

To the degree to which freedom from want, the concrete
substance of all freedom, is becoming a real possibility, the liber-
ties which pertain to a state of lower productivity are losing their
former content. Independence of thought, autonomy, and the
right to political opposition are being deprived of their basic
critical function in a society which seems increasingly capable of
satisfying the needs of the individuals through the way in which
it is organized. Such a society may justly demand acceptance of
its principles and institutions, and reduce the opposition to the
discussion and promotion of alternative policies within the status
quo. In this respect, it seems to make little difference whether
the increasing satisfaction of needs is accomplished by an
authoritarian or a non-authoritarian system. Under the condi-
tions of a rising standard of living, non-conformity with the
system itself appears to be socially useless, and the more so when
it entails tangible economic and political disadvantages and
threatens the smooth operation of the whole. Indeed, at least in
so far as the necessities of life are involved, there seems to be no
reason why the production and distribution of goods and ser-
vices should proceed through the competitive concurrence of
individual liberties.

Freedom of enterprise was from the beginning not altogether
a blessing. As the liberty to work or to starve, it spelled toil,
insecurity, and fear for the vast majority of the population. If the
individual were no longer compelled to prove himself on the
market, as a free economic subject, the disappearance of this
kind of freedom would be one of the greatest achievements of
civilization. The technological processes of mechanization and
standardization might release individual energy into a
yet uncharted realm of freedom beyond necessity. The very
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structure of human existence would be altered; the individual
would be liberated from the work world’s imposing upon him
alien needs and alien possibilities. The individual would be free
to exert autonomy over a life that would be his own. If the
productive apparatus could be organized and directed toward
the satisfaction of the vital needs, its control might well be cen-
tralized; such control would not prevent individual autonomy,
but render it possible.

This is a goal within the capabilities of advanced industrial
civilization, the “end” of technological rationality. In actual fact,
however, the contrary trend operates: the apparatus imposes its
economic and political requirements for defense and expansion
on labor time and free time, on the material and intellectual
culture. By virtue of the way it has organized its technological
base, contemporary industrial society tends to be totalitarian.
For “totalitarian” is not only a terroristic political coordination
of society, but also a non-terroristic economic-technical
coordination which operates through the manipulation of needs
by vested interests. It thus precludes the emergence of an effect-
ive opposition against the whole. Not only a specific form of
government or party rule makes for totalitarianism, but also a
specific system of production and distribution which may
well be compatible with a “pluralism” of parties, newspapers,
“countervailing powers,” etc.'

Today political power asserts itself through its power over the
machine process and over the technical organization of the
apparatus. The government of advanced and advancing indus-
trial societies can maintain and secure itself only when it suc-
ceeds in mobilizing, organizing, and exploiting the technical,
scientific, and mechanical productivity available to industrial
civilization. And this productivity mobilizes society as a whole,
above and beyond any particular individual or group interests.

" See p. 54.
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The brute fact that the machine’s physical (only physical?)
power surpasses that of the individual, and of any particular
group of individuals, makes the machine the most effective pol-
itical instrument in any society whose basic organization is that
of the machine process. But the political trend may be reversed;
essentially the power of the machine is only the stored-up and
projected power of man. To the extent to which the work world
is conceived of as a machine and mechanized accordingly, it
becomes the potential basis of a new freedom for man.

Contemporary industrial civilization demonstrates that it has
reached the stage at which “the free society” can no longer be
adequately defined in the traditional terms of economic, polit-
ical, and intellectual liberties, not because these liberties have
become insignificant, but because they are too significant to be
confined within the traditional forms. New modes of realization
are needed, corresponding to the new capabilities of society.

Such new modes can be indicated only in negative terms
because they would amount to the negation of the prevailing
modes. Thus economic freedom would mean freedom from the
economy—ifrom being controlled by economic forces and rela-
tionships; freedom from the daily struggle for existence, from
earning a living. Political freedom would mean liberation of the
individuals from politics over which they have no effective con-
trol. Similarly, intellectual freedom would mean the restoration
of individual thought now absorbed by mass communication
and indoctrination, abolition of “public opinion” together with
its makers. The unrealistic sound of these propositions is indica-
tive, not of their utopian character, but of the strength of the
forces which prevent their realization. The most effective and
enduring form of warfare against liberation is the implanting of
material and intellectual needs that perpetuate obsolete forms of
the struggle for existence.

The intensity, the satisfaction and even the character of
human needs, beyond the biological level, have always been
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preconditioned. Whether or not the possibility of doing or leav-
ing, 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
and interests. In this sense, human needs are historical needs
and, to the extent to which the society demands the repressive
development of the individual, his needs themselves and their
claim for satisfaction are subject to overriding critical standards.

We may distinguish both true and false needs. “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. Their satisfaction
might be most gratifying to the individual, but this happiness is
not a condition which has to be maintained and protected if it
serves to arrest the development of the ability (his own and
others) to recognize the disease of the whole and grasp the
chances of curing the disease. The result then is euphoria in
unhappiness. Most of the prevailing needs to relax, to have fun,
to behave and consume in accordance with the advertisements,
to love and hate what others love and hate, belong to this
category of false needs.

Such needs have a societal content and function which are
determined by external powers over which the individual has no
control; the development and satisfaction of these needs is
heteronomous. No matter how much such needs may have
become the individual’s own, reproduced and fortified by the
conditions of his existence; no matter how much he identifies
himself with them and finds himself in their satisfaction, they
continue to be what they were from the beginning—products of
a society whose dominant interest demands repression.

The prevalence of repressive needs is an accomplished fact,
accepted in ignorance and defeat, but a fact that must be undone
in the interest of the happy individual as well as all those whose
misery is the price of his satisfaction. The only needs that have an
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unqualified claim for satisfaction are the vital ones—
nourishment, clothing, lodging at the attainable level of culture.
The satisfaction of these needs is the prerequisite for the realiza-
tion of all needs, of the unsublimated as well as the sublimated
ones.

For any consciousness and conscience, for any experience
which does not accept the prevailing societal interest as the
supreme law of thought and behavior, the established universe of
needs and satisfactions is a fact to be questioned—questioned in
terms of truth and falsehood. These terms are historical
throughout, and their objectivity is historical. The judgment of
needs and their satisfaction, under the given conditions, involves
standards of priority—standards which refer to the optimal devel-
opment of the individual, of all individuals, under the optimal
utilization of the material and intellectual resources available to
man. The resources are calculable. “Truth” and “falsehood” of
needs designate objective conditions to the extent to which the
universal satisfaction of vital needs and, beyond it, the progres-
sive alleviation of toil and poverty, are universally valid stand-
ards. But as historical standards, they do not only vary according
to area and stage of development, they also can be defined only
in (greater or lesser) contradiction to the prevailing ones. What
tribunal can possibly claim the authority of decision?

In the last analysis, the question of what are true and false needs
must be answered by the individuals themselves, but only in the
last analysis; that is, if and when they are free to give their own
answer. 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 cannot be taken as
their own. By the same token, however, no tribunal can justly
arrogate to itself the right to decide which needs should be
developed and satisfied. Any such tribunal is reprehensible,
although our revulsion does not do away with the question:
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how can the people who have been the object of effective and
productive domination by themselves create the conditions of
freedom?”

The more rational, productive, technical, and total the repres-
sive administration of society becomes, the more unimaginable
the means and ways by which the administered individuals
might break their servitude and seize their own liberation. To be
sure, to impose Reason upon an entire society is a paradoxical
and scandalous idea—although one might dispute the right-
eousness of a society which ridicules this idea while making
its own population into objects of total administration. All
liberation depends on the consciousness of servitude, and the
emergence of this consciousness is always hampered by the pre-
dominance of needs and satisfactions which, to a great extent,
have become the individual’s own. The process always replaces
one system of preconditioning by another; the optimal goal is
the replacement of false needs by true ones, the abandonment of
repressive satisfaction.

The distinguishing feature of advanced industrial society is its
effective suffocation of those needs which demand liberation—
liberation also from that which is tolerable and rewarding and
comfortable—while it sustains and absolves the destructive
power and repressive function of the affluent society. Here, the
social controls exact the overwhelming need for the production
and consumption of waste; the need for stupefying work where
it is no longer a real necessity; the need for modes of relaxation
which soothe and prolong this stupefication; the need for main-
taining such deceptive liberties as free competition at adminis-
tered prices, a free press which censors itself, free choice
between brands and gadgets.

Under the rule of a repressive whole, liberty can be made into
a powerful instrument of domination. The range of choice open

> See p. 43.
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to the individual is not the decisive factor in determining the
degree of human freedom, but what can be chosen and what is
chosen by the individual. The criterion for free choice can never
be an absolute one, but neither is it entirely relative. Free election
of masters does not abolish the masters or the slaves. Free choice
among a wide variety of goods and services does not signify
freedom if these goods and services sustain social controls over a
life of toil and fear—that is, if they sustain alienation. And
the spontaneous reproduction of superimposed needs by the
individual does not establish autonomy; it only testifies to the
efficacy of the controls.

Our insistence on the depth and efficacy of these controls is
open to the objection that we overrate greatly the indoctrinating
power of the “media,” and that by themselves the people would
feel and satisfy the needs which are now imposed upon them.
The objection misses the point. The preconditioning does not
start with the mass production of radio and television and with
the centralization of their control. The people enter this stage as
preconditioned receptacles of long standing; the decisive differ-
ence is in the flattening out of the contrast (or conflict) between
the given and the possible, between the satisfied and the unsatis-
fied needs. Here, the so-called equalization of class distinctions
reveals its ideological function. If the worker and his boss enjoy
the same television program and visit the same resort places, if
the typist is as attractively made up as the daughter of her
employer, if the Negro owns a Cadillac, if they all read the same
newspaper, then this assimilation indicates not the disappearance
of classes, but the extent to which the needs and satisfactions
that serve the preservation of the Establishment are shared by the
underlying population.

Indeed, in the most highly developed areas of contemporary
society, the transplantation of social into individual needs is so
effective that the difference between them seems to be purely
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theoretical. Can one really distinguish between the mass media
as instruments of information and entertainment, and as agents
of manipulation and indoctrination? Between the automobile as
nuisance and as convenience? Between the horrors and the com-
forts of functional architecture? Between the work for national
defense and the work for corporate gain? Between the private
pleasure and the commercial and political utility involved in
increasing the birth rate?

We are again confronted with one of the most vexing aspects
of advanced industrial civilization: the rational character of its
irrationality. Its productivity and efficiency, its capacity to
increase and spread comforts, to turn waste into need, and
destruction into construction, the extent to which this civiliza-
tion transforms the object world into an extension of man’s
mind and body makes the very notion of alienation question-
able. The people recognize themselves in their commodities;
they find their soul in their automobile, hi-fi set, split-level
home, kitchen equipment. The very mechanism which ties the
individual to his society has changed, and social control is
anchored in the new needs which it has produced.

The prevailing forms of social control are technological in a
new sense. To be sure, the technical structure and efficacy of the
productive and destructive apparatus has been a major instru-
mentality for subjecting the population to the established social
division of labor throughout the modern period. Moreover, such
integration has always been accompanied by more obvious
forms of compulsion: loss of livelihood, the administration of
justice, the police, the armed forces. It still is. But in the con-
temporary period, the technological controls appear to be the
very embodiment of Reason for the benefit of all social groups
and interests—to such an extent that all contradiction seems
irrational and all counteraction impossible.

No wonder then that, in the most advanced areas of this

11
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civilization, the social controls have been introjected to the point
where even individual protest is affected at its roots. The intel-
lectual and emotional refusal “to go along” appears neurotic and
impotent. This is the socio-psychological aspect of the political
event that marks the contemporary period: the passing of the
historical forces which, at the preceding stage of industrial soci-
ety, seemed to represent the possibility of new forms of existence.

But the term “introjection” perhaps no longer describes the
way in which the individual by himself reproduces and perpetu-
ates the external controls exercised by his society. Introjection
suggests a variety of relatively spontaneous processes by which a
Self (Ego) transposes the “outer” into the “inner.” Thus introjec-
tion implies the existence of an inner dimension distinguished
from and even antagonistic to the external exigencies—an indi-
vidual consciousness and an individual unconscious apart from
public opinion and behavior.’ The idea of “inner freedom” here
has its reality: it designates the private space in which man may
become and remain “himself.”

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. The manifold pro-
cesses of introjection seem to be ossified in almost mechanical
reactions. The result is, not adjustment but mimesis: an immmediate
identification of the individual with his society and, through it,
with the society as a whole.

This immediate, automatic identification (which may have
been characteristic of primitive forms of association) reappears
in high industrial civilization; its new “immediacy,” however,
is the product of a sophisticated, scientific management and

° The change in the function of the family here plays a decisive role: its
“socializing” functions are increasingly taken over by outside groups and
media. See my Eros and Civilization (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955), p. 96ff.
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organization. In this process, the “inner” dimension of the mind
in which opposition to the status quo can take root is whittled
down. The loss of this dimension, in which the power of nega-
tive thinking-—the critical power of Reason—is at home, is the
ideological counterpart to the very material process in which
advanced industrial society silences and reconciles the oppo-
sition. The impact of progress turns Reason into submission to
the facts of life, and to the dynamic capability of producing more
and bigger facts of the same sort of life. The efficiency of the
system blunts the individuals’ recognition that it contains no facts
which do not communicate the repressive power of the whole. If
the individuals find themselves in the things which shape their
life, they do so, not by giving, but by accepting the law of
things—not the law of physics but the law of their society.

I have just suggested that the concept of alienation seems to
become questionable when the individuals identify themselves
with the existence which is imposed upon them and have in it
their own development and satisfaction. This identification is not
illusion but reality. However, the reality constitutes a more pro-
gressive stage of alienation. The latter has become entirely
objective; the subject which is alienated is swallowed up by its
alienated existence. There is only one dimension, and it is
everywhere and in all forms. The achievements of progress defy
ideological indictment as well as justification; before their tri-
bunal, the “false consciousness” of their rationality becomes the
true consciousness.

This absorption of ideology into reality does not, however,
signify the “end of ideology.” On the contrary, in a specific
sense advanced industrial culture is more ideological than its pre-
decessor, inasmuch as today the ideology is in the process of
production itself.* In a provocative form, this proposition reveals

* Theodor W. Adorno, Prismen. Kulturkritik and Gesellschaft. (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp,
1955), p. 24f

13
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the political aspects of the prevailing technological rationality.
The productive apparatus and the goods and services which it
produces “sell” or impose the social system as a whole. The
means of mass transportation and communication, the com-
modities of lodging, food, and clothing, the irresistible output of
the entertainment and information industry carry with them
prescribed attitudes and habits, certain intellectual and emo-
tional reactions which bind the consumers more or less pleas-
antly to the producers and, through the latter, to the whole. The
products indoctrinate and manipulate; they promote a false con-
sciousness which is immune against its falsehood. And as these
beneficial products become available to more individuals in
more social classes, the indoctrination they carry ceases to be
publicity; it becomes a way of life. It is a good way of life—much
better than before—and as a good way of life, it militates against
qualitative change. 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 uni-
verse. They are redefined by the rationality of the given system
and of its quantitative extension.

The trend may be related to a development in scientific
method: operationalism in the physical, behaviorism in the
social sciences. The common feature is a total empiricism in
the treatment of concepts; their meaning is restricted to the
representation of particular operations and behavior. The oper-
ational point of view is well illustrated by P W. Bridgman’s
analysis of the concept of length:*

* P W. Bridgman, The Logic of Modern Physics (New York: Macmillan, 1928), p. 5.
The operational doctrine has since been refined and qualified. Bridgman him-
self has extended the concept of “operation” to include the “paper-and-
pencil” operations of the theorist (in Philipp J. Frank, The Validation of Scientific
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The efforts to recapture the Great Refusal in the language of
literature suffer the fate of being absorbed by what they refute.
As modern classics, the avant-garde and the beatniks share in the
function of entertaining without endangering the good con-
science of the men of good will. This absorption is justified by
technical progress; the refusal is refuted by the alleviation of
misery in the advanced industrial society. The liquidation of
high culture is a by-product of the conquest of nature, and of the
progressing conquest of scarcity.

Invalidating the cherished images of transcendence by
incorporating them into its omnipresent daily reality, this soci-
ety testifies to the extent to which insoluble conflicts are becom-
ing manageable—to which tragedy and romance, archetypal
dreams and anxieties are being made susceptible to technical
solution and dissolution. The psychiatrist takes care of the Don
Juans, Romeos, Hamlets, Fausts, as he takes care of Oedipus—he
cures them. The rulers of the world are losing their metaphysical
features. Their appearance on television, at press conferences, in
parliament, and at public hearings is hardly suitable for drama
beyond that of the advertisement,'* while the consequences of
their actions surpass the scope of the drama.

The prescriptions for inhumanity and injustice are being
administered by a rationally organized bureaucracy, which is,
however, invisible at its vital center. The soul contains few secrets
and longings which cannot be sensibly discussed, analyzed, and
polled. Solitude, the very condition which sustained the indi-
vidual against and beyond his society, has become technically
impossible. Logical and linguistic analysis demonstrate that
the old metaphysical problems are illusory problems; the quest
for the “meaning” of things can be reformulated as the quest for
the meaning of words, and the established universe of discourse

'* The legendary revolutionary hero still exists who can defy even television
and the press—his world is that of the “underdeveloped” countries.
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and behavior can provide perfectly adequate criteria for the
answer.

It is a rational universe which, by the mere weight and capabil-
ities of its apparatus, blocks all escape. In its relation to the reality
of daily life, the high culture of the past was many things—
opposition and adornment, outcry and resignation. But it was
also the appearance of the realm of freedom: the refusal to
behave. Such refusal cannot be blocked without a compensation
which seems more satisfying than the refusal. The conquest and
unification of opposites, which finds its ideological glory in the
transformation of higher into popular culture, takes place on a
material ground of increased satisfaction. This is also the ground
which allows a sweeping desublimation.

Artistic alienation is sublimation. It creates the images of con-
ditions which are irreconcilable with the established Reality
Principle but which, as cultural images, become tolerable, even
edifying and useful. Now this imagery is invalidated. Its
incorporation into the kitchen, the office, the shop; its com-
mercial release for business and fun is, in a sense,
desublimation—replacing mediated by immediate gratification.
But it is desublimation practiced from a “position of strength”
on the part of society, which can afford to grant more than
before because its interests have become the innermost drives of
its citizens, and because the joys which it grants promote social
cohesion and contentment.

The Pleasure Principle absorbs the Reality Principle; sexuality
is liberated (or rather liberalized) in socially constructive forms.
This notion implies that there are repressive modes of desubli-
mation,"® compared with which the sublimated drives and
objectives contain more deviation, more freedom, and more
refusal to heed the social taboos. It appears that such repressive

'* See my book Eros and Civilization (Boston: Beacon Press, 1954), esp. Chapter 10.
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desublimation is indeed operative in the sexual sphere, and here,
as in the desublimation of higher culture, it operates as the by-
product of the social controls of technological reality, which
extend liberty while intensifying domination. The link between
desublimation and technological society can perhaps best be
illuminated by discussing the change in the social use of
instinctual energy.

In this society, not all the time spent on and with mechanisms
is labor time (i.e., unpleasurable but necessary toil), and not all
the energy saved by the machine is labor power. Mechanization
has also “saved” libido, the energy of the Life Instincts—that is,
has barred it from previous modes of realization. This is the
kernel of truth in the romantic contrast between the modern
traveler and the wandering poet or artisan, between assembly
line and handicraft, town and city, factory-produced bread and
the home-made loaf, the sailboat and the outboard motor, etc.
True, this romantic pre-technical world was permeated with
misery, toil, and filth, and these in turn were the background of
all pleasure and joy. Still, there was a “landscape,” a medium of
libidinal experience which no longer exists.

With its disappearance (itself a historical prerequisite of pro-
gress), a whole dimension of human activity and passivity has
been de-eroticized. The environment from which the individual
could obtain pleasure—which he could cathect as gratifying
almost as an extended zone of the body—has been rigidly
reduced. Consequently, the “universe” of libidinous cathexis is
likewise reduced. The effect is a localization and contraction of
libido, the reduction of erotic to sexual experience and
satisfaction.'®

For example, compare love-making in a meadow and in an
automobile, on a lovers’ walk outside the town walls and on a

'“In accordance with the terminology used in the later works of Freud:
sexuality as “specialized” partial drive; Eros as that of the entire organism.
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Manhattan street. In the former cases, the environment partakes
of and invites libidinal cathexis and tends to be eroticized. Libido
transcends beyond the immediate erotogenic zones—a process
of nonrepressive sublimation. In contrast, a mechanized
environment seems to block such self-transcendence of libido.
Impelled in the striving to extend the field of erotic gratification,
libido becomes less “polymorphous,” less capable of eroticism
beyond localized sexuality, and the latter is intensified.

Thus diminishing erotic and intensifying sexual energy, the
technological reality limits the scope of sublimation. It also reduces the
need for sublimation. In the mental apparatus, the tension
between that which is desired and that which is permitted seems
considerably lowered, and the Reality Principle no longer seems
to require a sweeping and painful transformation of instinctual
needs. The individual must adapt himself to a world which does
not seem to demand the denial of his innermost needs—a world
which is not essentially hostile.

The organism is thus being preconditioned for the spon-
taneous acceptance of what is offered. Inasmuch as the greater
liberty involves a contraction rather than extension and devel-
opment of instinctual needs, it works for rather than against the
status quo of general repression—one might speak of
“institutionalized desublimation.” The latter appears to be a vital
factor in the making of the authoritarian personality of our time.

It has often been noted that advanced industrial civilization
operates with a greater degree of sexual freedom—“operates” in
the sense that the latter becomes a market value and a factor of
social mores. Without ceasing to be an instrument of labor, the
body is allowed to exhibit its sexual features in the everyday
work world and in work relations. This is one of the unique
achievements of industrial society—rendered possible by the
reduction of dirty and heavy physical labor; by the availability of
cheap, attractive clothing, beauty culture, and physical hygiene;
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by the requirements of the advertising industry, etc. The sexy
office and sales girls, the handsome, virile junior executive and
floor walker are highly marketable commodities, and the posses-
sion of suitable mistresses—once the prerogative of kings,
princes, and lords—facilitates the career of even the less exalted
ranks in the business community.

Functionalism, going artistic, promotes this trend. Shops
and offices open themselves through huge glass windows
and expose their personnel; inside, high counters and non-
transparent partitions are coming down. The corrosion of priv-
acy in massive apartment houses and suburban homes breaks the
barrier which formerly separated the individual from the public
existence and exposes more easily the attractive qualities of other
wives and other husbands.

This socialization is not contradictory but complementary
to the de-erotization of the environment. Sex is integrated into
work and public relations and is thus made more susceptible
to (controlled) satisfaction. Technical progress and more comfort-
able living permit the systematic inclusion of libidinal com-
ponents into the realm of commodity production and exchange.
But no matter how controlled the mobilization of instinctual
energy may be (it sometimes amounts to a scientific manage-
ment of libido), no matter how much it may serve as a prop for
the status quo—it is also gratifying to the managed individuals,
just as racing the outboard motor, pushing the power lawn
mower, and speeding the automobile are fun.

This mobilization and administration of libido may account
for much of the voluntary compliance, the absence of terror, the
pre-established harmony between individual needs and socially-
required desires, goals, and aspirations. The technological and
political conquest of the transcending factors in human exist-
ence, so characteristic of advanced industrial civilization, here
asserts itself in the instinctual sphere: satisfaction in a way which
generates submission and weakens the rationality of protest.
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The range of socially permissible and desirable satisfaction is
greatly enlarged, but through this satisfaction, the Pleasure
Principle is reduced—deprived of the claims which are
irreconcilable with the established society. Pleasure, thus
adjusted, generates submission.

In contrast to the pleasures of adjusted desublimation, sub-
limation preserves the consciousness of the renunciations which
the repressive society inflicts upon the individual, and thereby
preserves the need for liberation. To be sure, all sublimation is
enforced by the power of society, but the unhappy conscious-
ness of this power already breaks through alienation. To be
sure, all sublimation accepts the social barrier to instinctual
gratification, but it also transgresses this barrier.

The Superego, in censoring the unconscious and in implant-
ing conscience, also censors the censor because the developed
conscience registers the forbidden evil act not only in the indi-
vidual but also in his society. Conversely, loss of conscience due
to the satisfactory liberties granted by an unfree society makes
for a happy consciousness which facilitates acceptance of the mis-
deeds of this society. It is the token of declining autonomy and
comprehension. Sublimation demands a high degree of auton-
omy and comprehension; it is mediation between the conscious
and the unconscious, between the primary and secondary pro-
cesses, between the intellect and instinct, renunciation and rebel-
lion. In its most accomplished modes, such as in the artistic
oeuvre, sublimation becomes the cognitive power which defeats
suppression while bowing to it.

In the light of the cognitive function of this mode of sublim-
ation, the desublimation rampant in advanced industrial society
reveals its truly conformist function. This liberation of sexuality
(and of aggressiveness) frees the instinctual drives from much of
the unhappiness and discontent that elucidate the repressive
power of the established universe of satisfaction. To be sure,
there is pervasive unhappiness, and the happy consciousness is
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shaky enough—a thin surface over fear, frustration, and disgust.
This unhappiness lends itself easily to political mobilization;
without room for conscious development, it may become the
instinctual reservoir for a new fascist way of life and death. But
there are many ways in which the unhappiness beneath the
happy consciousness may be turned into a source of strength
and cohesion for the social order. The conflicts of the unhappy
individual now seem far more amenable to cure than those
which made for Freud’s “discontent in civilization,” and they
seem more adequately defined in terms of the “neurotic person-
ality of our time” than in terms of the eternal struggle between
Eros and Thanatos.

The way in which controlled desublimation may weaken the
instinctual revolt against the established Reality Principle may be
illuminated by the contrast between the representation of sexual-
ity in classical and romantic literature and in our contemporary
literature. If one selects, from among the works which are, in
their very substance and inner form, determined by the erotic
commitment, such essentially different examples as Racine’s
Pheédre, Goethe’s Wahlverwandtschaften, Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal,
Tolstoy’s Anna Karening, sexuality consistently appears in a highly
sublimated, “mediated,” reflective form—but in this form, it is
absolute, uncompromising, unconditional. The dominion of
Eros is, from the beginning, also that of Thanatos. Fulfillment is
destruction, not in a moral or sociological but in an ontological
sense. It is beyond good and evil, beyond social morality, and
thus it remains beyond the reaches of the established Reality
Principle, which this Eros refuses and explodes.

In contrast, desublimated sexuality is rampant in O’Neill’s
alcoholics and Faulkner’s savages, in the Streetcar Nemed Desire and
under the Hot Tin Roof, in Lolite, in all the stories of Hollywood and
New York orgies, and the adventures of suburban housewives.
This is infinitely more realistic, daring, uninhibited. It is part and
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parcel of the society in which it happens, but nowhere its
negation. What happens is surely wild and obscene, virile and
tasty, quite immoral-—and, precisely because of that, perfectly
harmless.

Freed from the sublimated form which was the very token of
its irreconcilable dreams—a form which is the style, the lan-
guage in which the story is told—sexuality turns into a vehicle
for the bestsellers of oppression. It could not be said of any of the
sexy women in contemporary literature what Balzac says of the
whore Esther: that hers was the tenderness which blossoms only
in infinity. This society turns everything it touches into a poten-
tial source of progress and of exploitation, of drudgery and satis-
faction, of freedom and of oppression. Sexuality is no exception.

The concept of controlled desublimation would imply the
possibility of a simultaneous release of repressed sexuality and
aggressiveness, a possibility which seems incompatible with
Freud’s notion of the fixed quantum of instinctual energy avail-
able for distribution between the two primary drives. According
to Freud, strengthening of sexuality (libido) would necessarily
involve weakening of aggressiveness, and vice versa. However, if
the socially permitted and encouraged release of libido would be
that of partial and localized sexuality, it would be tantamount to
an actual compression of erotic energy, and this desublimation
would be compatible with the growth of unsublimated as well as
sublimated forms of aggressiveness. The latter is rampant
throughout contemporary industrial society.

Has it attained a degree of normalization where the indi-
viduals are getting used to the risk of their own dissolution and
disintegration in the course of normal national preparedness? Or
is this acquiescence entirely due to their impotence to do much
about it? In any case, the risk of avoidable, man-made destruc-
tion has become normal equipment in the mental as well as
material household of the people, so that it can no longer serve
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to indict or refute the established social system. Moreover, as part
of their daily household, it may even tie them to this system. The
economic and political connection between the absolute enemy
and the high standard of living (and the desired level of
employment!) is transparent enough, but also rational enough
to be accepted.

Assuming that the Destruction Instinct (in the last analysis:
the Death Instinct) is a large component of the energy which
feeds the technical conquest of man and nature, it seems that
society’s growing capacity to manipulate technical progress also
increases its capacity to manipulate and control this instinct, i.e., to satisfy
it “productively.” Then social cohesion would be strengthened
at the deepest instinctual roots. The supreme risk, and even the
fact of war would meet, not only with helpless acceptance, but
also with instinctual approval on the part of the victims. Here
too, we would have controlled desublimation.

Institutionalized desublimation thus appears to be an aspect of
the “conquest of transcendence” achieved by the one-
dimensional society. Just as this society tends to reduce, and even
absorb opposition (the qualitative difference!) in the realm of
politics and higher culture, so it does in the instinctual sphere.
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.

It reflects the belief that the real is rational, and that the estab-
lished system, in spite of everything, delivers the goods. The
people are led to find in the productive apparatus the effective
agent of thought and action to which their personal thought and
action can and must be surrendered. And in this transfer, the
apparatus also assumes the role of a moral agent. Conscience is
absolved by reification, by the general necessity of things.

In this general necessity, guilt has no place. One man can give
the signal that liquidates hundreds and thousands of people,
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then declare himself free from all pangs of conscience, and live
happily ever after. The antifascist powers who beat fascism on the
battlefields reap the benefits of the Nazi scientists, generals, and
engineers; they have the historical advantage of the late-comer.
What begins as the horror of the concentration camps turns into
the practice of training people for abnormal conditions—a sub-
terranean human existence and the daily intake of radioactive
nourishment. A Christian minister declares that it does not con-
tradict Christian principles to prevent with all available means
your neighbor from entering your bomb shelter. Another Chris-
tian minister contradicts his colleague and says it does. Who is
right? Again, the neutrality of technological rationality shows
forth over and above politics, and again it shows forth as
spurious, for in both cases, it serves the politics of domination.

“The world of the concentration camps ... was not an
exceptionally monstrous society. What we saw there was the
image, and in a sense the quintessence, of the infernal society
into which we are plunged every day.”"

It seems that even the most hideous transgressions can be
repressed in such a manner that, for all practical purposes, they
have ceased to be a danger for society. Or, if their eruption leads
to functional disturbances in the individual (as in the case of one
Hiroshima pilot), it does not disturb the functioning of society.
A mental hospital manages the disturbance.

The Happy Consciousness has no limits—it arranges games

7 E. lonesco, in Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, July 1956, as quoted in London Times Literary
Supplement, March 4, 1960. Herman Kahn suggests in a 1959 RAND study (RM-
2206-RC) that “a study should be made of the survival of populations in
environments similar to overcrowded shelters (concentration camps, Russian
and German use of crowded freight cars, troopships, crowded prisons . . . etc.).
Some useful guiding principles might be found and adapted to the shelter
program.”
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with death and disfiguration in which fun, team work, and stra-
tegic importance mix in rewarding social harmony. The Rand
Corporation, which unites scholarship, research, the military,
the dlimate, and the good life, reports such games in a style of
absolving cuteness, in its “RANDom News,” volume 9, number
1, under the heading BETTER SAFE THAN SORRY. The rockets
are rattling, the H-bomb is waiting, and the space-flights are
flying, and the problem is “how to guard the nation and the free
world.” In all this, the military planners are worried, for “the
cost of taking chances, of experimenting and making a mistake,
may be fearfully high.” But here RAND comes in; RAND relieves,
and “devices like RAND’S SAFE come into the picture.” The
picture into which they come is unclassified. It is a picture in
which “the world becomes a map, missiles merely symbols
[long live the soothing power of symbolism!], and wars just
[just] plans and calculations written down on paper . . .” In this
picture, RAND has transfigured the world into an interesting
technological game, and one can relax—the “military planners
can gain valuable ‘synthetic’ experience without risk.”

PLAYING THE GAME

To understand the game one should participate, for under-
standing is “in the experience.”

Because SAFE players have come from almost every depart-
ment at RAND as well as the Air Force, we might find a physi-
cist, an engineer, and an economist on the Blue team. The Red
team will represent a similar cross-section.

The first day is taken up by a joint briefing on what the game
is all about and a study of the rules. When the teams are finally
seated around the maps in their respective rooms the game
begins. Each team receives its policy statement from the Game
Director. These statements, usually prepared by a member of
the Control Group, give an estimate of the world situation at
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the time of playing, some information on the policy of the
opposing team, the objectives to be met by the team, and the
team’s budget. (The policies are changed for each game fo
explore a wide range of strategic possibilities.)

In our hypothetical game, Blue’s objective is to maintain a
deterrent capability throughout the game—that is, maintain a
force that is capable of striking back at Red so Red will
be unwilling to risk an attack. (Blue also receives some
information on the Red policy.)

Red’s policy is to achieve force superiority over Blue.

The budgets of Blue and Red compare with actual defense
budgets . ..

It is comforting to hear that the game has been played since
1961 at RAND, “down in our labyrinthine basement—
somewhere under the Snack Bar,” and that “Menus on the walls
of the Red and Blue rooms list available weapons and hardware
that the teams buy . .. About seventy items in all.” There is a
“Game Director” who interprets game rules, for although “the
rule book complete with diagrams and illustrations is 66 pages,”
problems inevitably arise during the play. The Game Director
also has another important function: “without previously notify-
ing the players,” he “introduces war to get a measure of the
effectiveness of the military forces in being.” But then, the cap-
tion announces “Coffee, Cake, and Ideas.” Relax! The “game
continues through the remaining periods—to 1972 when it
ends. Then the Blue and Red teams bury the missiles and sit
down together for coffee and cake at the ‘post mortem’ session.”
But don’t relax too much: there is “one real-world situation that
can’t be transposed effectively to SAFE,” and that is—
“negotiation.” We are grateful for it: the one hope that is left in
the real world situation is beyond the reaches of RAND.

Obviously, in the realm of the Happy Consciousness, guilt
feeling has no place, and the calculus takes care of conscience.
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When the whole is at stake, there is no crime except that of
rejecting the whole, or not defending it. Crime, guilt, and guilt
feeling become a private affair. Freud revealed in the psyche of
the individual the crimes of mankind, in the individual case
history the history of the whole. This fatal link is successfully
suppressed. Those who identify themselves with the whole, who
are installed as the leaders and defenders of the whole can make
mistakes, but they cannot do wrong—they are not guilty. They
may become guilty again when this identification no longer
holds, when they are gone.
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