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Consideration of an Analytical Framework for Media Culture Based
on the Social System Theory through the Examination
of Theodore Adorno’s Arguments about “Culture Industry”

Takashi Ito

This study aims to consider an analytical framework to analyze today’s media culture based
on the Social System Theory presented by well-known German sociologist Niklas Luhman
through the examination of the classical theory of “Culture Industry” by German philosopher
Theodore Adorno. In 1944, Adorno used the word “Culture Industry” in his famous work “Dia-
lectic of Enlightenment,” coauthored by Max Horkheimer, to criticize the contemporary tendency
that every cultural product was produced as a commodity in a standardized way and that each in-
dividual was subjected to the force of capitalism and existing order. Although his arguments,
which were based on Marxism, sound outdated today, quite a few sociologists are still attracted
by his arguments, even in modern-day Japan. The author examines Adorno’s arguments and sug-
gests that he overestimated the power of the culture industry, because he argued that the system
of economy encompassing the culture industry based on capitalism is a unique social system
dominating the entire society. The social system theory suggests that a society is composed of a
complex combination of social systems, each of which is autonomous while being influenced by
the others. A critical examination of Adorno’s arguments from the viewpoints of the social sys-
tem theory suggests that a tug of war between different social systems as weel as the “structural
coupling” between them is the main focus to be analyzed.
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