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The entire practice of the culture indust:y transfers the profit motive naked onto cultural
forms. Ever since these cultural forms fiirst began to make a living for their creators as
commodities in the marketplace they had already possessed something of this quality. But
then they sought after profit only directly, over and above their autonomous essence. New
on the part of the culture industry is the direct and undisguised primacy of a precisely
and thoroughly calculated efficacy in its most typical products. The autonomy of works of
art, which of course rarely ever predominated in an entirely pure form, and was always
permeated by a constellation of effects, is tendentially eliminated by the culture industry,
with or without the conscious will of those in control. The latter include both those who
carry out directives as well as those who hold the power. In economic terms they are or were
in search of new opportunities for the realization of capital in the most economically
developed countries. ---Culture, in the true sense, did not simply accommodate itself to human
beings; but it always simultaneously raised a protest against the petrified relations under
which they lived, thereby honoring them. Insofar as culture becomes wholly assimilated to
and integrated in those petrified relations, human beings are once more debased. Cultural
entities typical of the culture industry are no longer also commodities, they are commodities
through and through.
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¥alter Benjamin’ s essay can be regarded as a turning point in the history of aesthetics,
not only because of the acuteness of its analysis of a new phase in the history of art, but
also because it decisively breaks with the direction that aesthetics had taken at least since
the later eighteenth century and the work of Immanuel Kant. Benjamin views art and aesthetics
through the lens of history, politics, and economics. He sees art as a part of a large human
world rather than as an autonomous realm of independent value ------ . The heart of Benjamin’ s
analysis comes from his understanding of the more basic Marxist insight into the relation
of material conditions, economic forces, and the technological possibilities offered by
science:« -« .Benjamin sees a deeper division, however, than that naive class analysis. He
captures it in the division he makes between what he calls “cult art” and mass art. Regardless
of which limited audience art presumes, cult art appeals only to a select audience that can
access it~ . The crucial shift, therefore, was tomechanical production-«:-+: . ¥hen mechanical
reproduction becomes sufficiently widespread, cult art is replaced by mass art because the
nature of art itself will have changed according to the dominant means of producing it. But
a second element in this argument is that with mass art, the distinction between elite groups
implied by cult art also disappears. Art in the age of mechanical reproduction appeals directly
to its audience. In Benjamin’ s terminology, it loses its “aura” .

(% B : Dabney Townsend, Aesthetics: Classic Readings from Western Tradition, p.282-283)



