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A B S T R A C T
The text discusses the notion of racket, as it has been developed in the late 1930s and early 
1940s by members of the exiled Institute for Social Research in Frankfurt. Its focus lies in the 
idea that personal dependence and direct, personal domination, thought to have been abolished 
in liberalism, reemerge in a different form. Thus, the text at first discusses some examples of 
how these new social ties were conceptualized by early thinkers of modern society. Then the 
ambivalent Marxian critique of this concept is discussed, and finally, central concepts of the 
institute´s  theory of the racket are scrutinized, and how they can serve as a  framework for 
discussions on corruption and clientelism.
A B S T R A K T
Text pojednává o  pojmu racket, jak jej na přelomu 30. a  40. let 20. století rozpracovali 
členové exilového Ústavu pro sociální výzkum (Institut für Sozialforschung) ve Frankfurtu. 
Jeho těžiště spočívá v  myšlence, že osobní závislost a  přímá, osobní nadvláda, považované 
v liberalismu za zrušené, se znovu objevují v jiné podobě. Text tak nejprve rozebírá některé 
příklady toho, jak tyto nové sociální vazby pojímali první myslitelé moderní společnosti. Poté je 
rozebrána ambivalentní marxistická kritika tohoto pojetí a nakonec jsou podrobně rozebrány 
ústřední pojmy ústavu teorie racketu a to, jak mohou sloužit jako rámec pro diskusi o korupci 
a klientelismu.
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I N T RO D U C T I O N
“Therefore some live in the darkness 
And the others in the light 
We see those who live in the daytime 
But not those who live in night.”1

— Bertold Brecht added this stanza to his famous “Moritat of Mack the 
Knife” for the movie adaption of his play “The Threepenny Opera,” in which he 
ceded the stage to the criminal underworld in order to paint a critical picture 
of the better-off society. But the lines can also serve as a motto for this text, as 
clientelism and corruption, while having always been many-faced phenomena, 
have one thing in common: They are closely connected to concrete social ties 
on a  personal level. As such, they jib at being analyzed by classical liberal 
theory, which thought of personal ties as a thing of the past, as well as positivist 
sociological approaches, which aim to point out structures on a more abstract 
level. Thus, these phenomena are often considered to be forces from the “outside,” 
rooted in anthropology, which prevent social structures to work the way they are 
intended to. They remain in darkness, while only the official structures are in the 
light of public and scholarly discussion.

However, against the backdrop of the rise of authoritarian movements in 
Europe and the USA as well as the decline of liberalism in the 1930s, members 
of the Institute for Social Research (IfS), under the lead of Max Horkheimer, 
aimed to develop a  theory of the racket to conceptualize these developments. 
This theory should explain, among other things, the historical and social roots 
of clientelism and corruption and it should show how these phenomena are 
not simply stemming from an anthropological level, but are results of modern 
society´s dynamics.

This paper aims to serve as an introduction to the theory of the racket by the 
IfS, to give an overview of these theoretical attempts and hopes to show that they 
are still a valid tool for analyzing contemporary social phenomena as well.

1	 Brecht, Bertold: The Threepenny Opera. Directed by G. W. Pabst, London 1984, p. 113.
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A  few remarks on the literature on the topic. In general, literature on the 
topic is scarce, only in the last few years a  growing interest in this topic can 
be noticed. After being elaborated in the 1930s and 1940s, racket theory fell 
into oblivion. The scholars of the IfS tried to grasp the new situation during 
the Cold War rather with the concept of the “administered world”2 and their 
musings on the racket theory moved to the background. Only after the end 
of the block confrontation, when new nation states were formed and the 
privatization of former state-owned economies blurred the borders between the 
criminal world and the world of business, interest in their ideas sparked again. 
In 1997, Wolfgang Pohrt published with “Brothers in Crime”3 a first attempt 
to remember racket theory and to use it analyze these new power structures. 
Central for the discussion and a reference work in the best sense of the word 
is Thorsten Fuchshuber’s  “Rackets”4, in which he not only discusses in detail 
the theoretical implications of the racket theory, but also describes minutely 
the historical process of its elaboration, extensively using the materials of the 
Horkheimer-Pollock-Archiv at the library of the university Frankfurt.5 As the 
book is up to now available only in German, mentioning two English-speaking 
sources might be helpful: There is the lemma “Rackets” 6 in the SAGE Handbook 
of Frankfurt School Critical Theory, which discusses the theories’ main traits and 
problems, and a rather extensive review essay on Fuchshuber’s book, which gives 
an overview of its contents.7

Before we discuss this the details of this theory, some explanations and 
definitions might be in place. The term “racket” originally stems from the 
ganglands of the big cities in the USA around 1900. Fuchshuber points out that 
there are different theories on the origin of the term, and that the “etymological 
origin of the word cannot be clarified beyond the doubt.”8 But the term soon 
entered the sociological discussion; in 1934, the “Encyclopaedia of the Social 
Sciences” featured a  longer entry on “Racketeering,” which is defined as “the 
activity for profit (in connection with the sale of goods and services) of an 
organized group which relies upon physical violence or an illegal use of the 

2	 Adorno, Theodor W.: Introduction. In: Adorno, Theodor W. et al.: The Positivist Dispute in 
German Sociology, London 1976, p. 59.

3	 Pohrt, Wolfgang: Brothers in Crime. Menschen im Zeitalter ihrer Überflüssigkeit. Über die 
Herrschaft von Gruppen, Cliquen, Banden, Rackets und Gangs. Berlin 1997.

4	 Fuchshuber, Thorsten: Rackets. Kritische Theorie der Bandenherrschaft. Freiburg i. Br. 2019.
5	 This, and the focus of this article on the more theoretical side of the racket theory made archive 

research on my own seem unnecessary.
6	 Scheit, Gerhard: Rackets. In: Best, Beverly et al.: The SAGE Handbook of Frankfurt School 

Critical Theory, Vol. 3, London 2018, pp. 1551–1566.
7	 Ruttner, Florian: On a  Discussion about Rackets That Was Not Heard but Should Be.  

In: Kontradikce. Časopis pro kritické myšlení 5, 2022, 2, pp. 193–204.
8	 Fuchshuber, T.: Rackets, p. 58. All translation from German sources are mine, FR.
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group pressure to accomplish its end.”9 While this definition aims at the racket as 
a criminological phenomenon, and does not claim (as the IfS later did) a farther 
reaching theoretical meaning of the word (and of the phenomenon), some of the 
attributes mentioned in this entry help to shed light on a first approximation 
to its meaning. The text underscores that the current form of the racket, while 
having its historical roots, has to be taken as a  modern phenomenon: “The 
practice of extortion by officials and private citizens has been recorded in many 
civilizations, although perhaps it was never so well organized as it is under 
modern conditions. […] The Rhine and Danube barons in mediaeval times, the 
Barbary pirates, the African and Asian chieftains who preyed upon caravans, 
[…] the Mafia in the agricultural regions of Sicily – all were virtually racketeers. 
[…] But it was not until the close of World War and the beginning of national 
prohibition that the rackets, as they are now known, became widespread.”10 Also 
the Janus-faced function of the rackets is noted. On the one hand, the racket 
is an agent of physical violence and force: “The technique of enforcement in 
racketeering is familiar  – personal violence including murder, destruction of 
goods and premises, kidnaping, bombing and incendiary fires.”11 On the other 
hand, it fulfils a social and stabilizing, sometimes even charitable function. The 
entry underscores this function of a “racketeer who performs a measure of service 
by acting as a stabilizing force in industry. […] [T]he stabilizing racketeer, while 
he is in purpose and method a criminal, is in function perhaps an illegal police 
force. […] A Capone is able to offer civic peace to Chicago through his own 
police methods, to protect a labor union against parasites and to break a powerful 
association racket by the pressure of his name. An invisible government is set up, 
linked to the invisible government of the political machine.”12

Namely on this last thought the IfS wanted to elaborate. The IfS, originally 
based in Frankfurt am Main, was driven into exile after the rise of Hitler in 
Germany by the political and racial persecution of its members, , including today 
quite famous names like Max Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno. As well among 
these members were the legal scholars Otto Kirchheimer and Franz L. Neumann, 
who are especially important for the development of the theory of the racket. 
This group found itself in New York, where it aimed to reflect its experiences of 
the downfall of the liberal Weimar Republic and the rise of National Socialism 
and authoritarian rule.13 One of these theoretical attempts was centered around 

9	 Gurfein, Murray, I.: Racketeering. In: Seligman, Edwin R. A.: Encyclopaedia of the Social 
Sciences. Volume Thirteen. New York 1934, p. 45.

10	 Ibidem.
11	 Ibidem, p. 46.
12	 Ibidem, p. 48.
13	 For a recent history of the institute’s early phase see: Lenhard, Philipp: Café Marx. Das Institut 

für Sozialforschung von den Anfängen bis zur Frankfurter Schule. München 2024.
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the notion of the racket. The institute’s scholars argued that a critique of society, 
if it wants to keep up with the rapid social transformations, has to reformulate 
central tenets, especially regarding the role of direct violence and direct social 
relations. Based on their theory of society, which was deeply influenced by 
Marxian concepts and the notion that modern society was characterized by 
a new, abstract and mediated form of domination, they tried to reformulate the 
relationship of mediating concepts and direct violence: “In the post-liberal phase 
of capitalism, the violence inherent to social relations, which is present in legal 
relations in manyfold mediated forms, is increasingly returning to direct forms. 
It is therefore a regression of social conditions that is described here, because it 
is not a simple immediacy, but a mediated immediacy, a regressive, forced return 
to direct forms of domination and violence.”14

It is exactly this return to more direct forms of domination that makes 
the theory of rackets interesting for the conceptualization of corruption and 
clientelism, as these phenomena happen in the twilight of personal dependency. 
Because of this, research on these phenomena and its embedding into a theoretical 
framework is especially difficult and often met by two main obstacles: Either 
corruption is omitted altogether from theory, as something that “theoretically 
should not happen,” as social theory, which wants to grasp general structures 
and not just describe the singular case, has to focus on the abstract mediating 
instances of society. In other cases, the discussion of corruption and the sphere 
of direct social relations is relegated to the level of a general anthropology, it 
is blamed on the general moral weakness of man and every discussion of the 
connection of corruption and the concrete form of society is omitted. The theory 
of the racket can be seen as a way to avoid these two perils, as it connects the 
explanation of the re-emergence of personal dependencies with a  concrete 
theory of society, or as Gerhard Scheit, a scholar on critical theory, puts it: “For 
the Critical Theorists, the principal focus was on the continued or reconstructed 
personal dependency of the individual under conditions that had, in principle, 
abolished that dependency: the rule of law and the social relations of capitalism.”15 
So the central question of the theory of rackets could be put this way: What are 
the changes in liberal bourgeois society, whose central trait is an abstract mode of 
domination that does not depend on direct personal rule, when these elements of 
social mediation are weakened and the mode of domination is re-personalized?

In order to explore the racket theory, we will have to discuss at first the notion 
of modern liberal society and the mechanisms of mediation that are central to 
it. To this end, we will discuss aspects of some texts of classical authors who 
attempted to describe modern society in its emergence. Then we will shortly 
explore Marx, who can at the one hand criticized central arguments of these 

14	 Fuchshuber, T.: Rackets, p. 18.
15	 Scheit, G.: Rackets, p. 1552.
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authors, but stayed in other aspects within their framework. Finally, central 
elements of the IfS´s theory of the racket will be discussed.

M O D ER N I T Y  A N D  M ED I AT I O N
It is a  central moment of the “project of modernity”, as described by Bedřich 
Loewenstein, that a  change takes place, from “primarily interpersonal, moral 
relationships to predominantly human-thing ones – later one will speak of the loss 
of community in favor of society.”16 The new society is thought to be free of personal 
dependence, interactions should be based on the free will and the decisions of the 
individual, and they should be mediated by social institutions or social forms. But 
how is this change argued in detail by contemporaneous thinkers?

During the Scottish enlightenment, David Hume already underscored that 
for a rational discussion of forms of government, the personal level, the personal 
traits and qualities of the governing personnel cannot play the central role. “Were 
it once admitted, that all governments are alike, and that the only difference 
consists in the character and conduct of the governors, most political disputes 
would be at an end, and all Zeal for one constitution above another, must be 
esteemed mere bigotry and folly.”17 If it was only about the moral quality of the 
governors, politics could not be “reduced to a science,” as the title of this essay 
says. Hume underscored that the for a reasonable, modern government, law and 
the constitution have to negate moral deficiencies by mediating them socially, 
by pitting one against the other through a controlling system: “But a republican 
and free government would be an obvious absurdity, if the particular checks and 
controuls [sic], provided by the constitution, had really no influence, and made it 
not the interest, even of bad men, to act for the public good. Such is the intention 
of these forms of government, and such is their real effect, where they are wisely 
constituted.”18 Not the just ruler or the “good politician” is for Hume the main 
point, but the mediating force of law and a wise constitution. 

Similarly, already earlier John Locke had polemicized against warranting 
political rule by bringing the personal level to the fore. In his famous “Two Treatises 
of Government”, which would define liberal thought, the first (and lesser known) 
one focusses on criticizing Robert Filmer´s book “Patriachia,” which defended 
personal dependence and justified personal rule by personal traits, in this case by 
the original inequality of men. Locke sums up Filmer´s argument, whose “false 
principles and foundation […] are detected and overthrown,” as Locke states in 

16	 Loewenstein, Bedřich: Der Entwurf der Moderne. Vom Geist der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft 
und Zivilisation, Darmstadt 1990, p. 179.

17	 Hume, David: That Politics may be reduced to a Science, Beachamp, Tom L., Box, Mark A.: 
David Hume. Essays, Moral, Political and Literary. Vol. 1, Oxford 2021, p. 41.

18	 Ibidem, pp. 41-42.
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the title of the first essay: “Men are not born free, and therefore could never have the 
liberty to choose either Governors, or Forms of Government. Princes have their Power 
Absolute, and by Divine Right, for Slaves could never have a Right to Compact or 
Consent. Adam was an absolute Monarch, and so are all Princes ever since.”19

Against Filmer´s  view, Locke develops in the second treatise the notion 
of a modern “Political Society,” which again mediates the personal level: “And 
thus all private judgement of every particular Member being excluded, the 
Community comes to be Umpire, by settled Standing Rules, indifferent, and the 
same to all Parties; and by Men having Authority from the Community, for the 
execution of those Rules, decides all the differences that may happen between 
any Members of that Society, concerning any matter of right.“20 Again, law and 
constitution are considered to be the central moments of social mediation.

But this emphasis on mediating forms was not confined to law and politics. 
In his most famous work, Adam Smith notes in an early chapter, in which he 
astudies the division of labor, which then according to him, leads to the category 
of value and the labor theory of value, that the lack of personal dependence is 
of utmost importance for the new form of society. While animals, like dogs, try 
to gain the favor of the “master, who is at dinner”21 to obtain food, this cannot 
be a foundation for modern, human society: “In civilized society, he [man, FR] 
stands at all times in need of the co-operation and assistance of great multitudes, 
while his whole life is scarce sufficient to gain the friendship of a few persons.”22 
Thus, as these personal relations cannot be the basis for modern society, Smith 
seeks to find this basis in human´s “propensity to truck, barter and exchange one 
thing for another,”23 and he argues: “It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, 
the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their 
own interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity but to their self-love, 
and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their advantages. Nobody 
but a  beggar chooses to depend chiefly upon the benevolence of his fellow-
citizens.”24 Following this train of thought, he finds the social form of value to be 
the mediating instance of society, which supersedes personal dependence.

Summing up, one can say that liberal thought saw itself as the antithesis to 
clientelism, personal rule, and with this, also corruption. The mediating moments 
should counteract corruption and personal dependence. However, this was of 
course not the last word in this discussion. As the IfS based their theory of the  

19	 Locke, John: Two Treatises of Government. Edited by Peter Laslett, Cambridge 2016, p. 143.
20	 Ibidem, p. 324.
21	 Smith, Adam: An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nation, London 1805, 

p. 22.
22	 Ibidem.
23	 Ibidem, p. 21.
24	 Ibidem, p. 23.
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racket not only on the classical authors, but on Marx´s critique of these liberal 
concepts as well, we also have to discuss Marx´s position on the transformation 
of personal dependency into mediating social forms.

C A P I TA L  A N D  CO M P U L S I O N
Marx’s  view on these mediating social forms was quite ambivalent. On the 
one hand, these forms play a central role in his whole work, as he points out 
already in the introduction to “Capital”: “I paint the capitalist and the landlord 
in no sense couleur de rose. But here individuals are dealt with only in so far as 
they are the personifications of economic categories, embodiments of particular 
class-relations and class-interests. My stand-point, […] can less than any other 
make the individual responsible for relations whose creature he socially remains, 
however much he may subjectively raise himself above them.”25 But Marx did 
not concur with the older idea that with these mediating forms domination 
was completely abolished; he was adamant that this new guise was just a more 
camouflaged form of domination, which complements the older, direct form, 
as he points out in his description of the historical emergence of these new 
social relations. While Marx describes the history of the emergence of the new 
social relations as a violent and bloody process, he notes that once established, 
one tends to forget that this process was “written in the annals of mankind in 
letters of blood and fire,”26 as direct violence and direct dependence is not needed 
anymore: “The dull compulsion of economic relations completes the subjugation 
of the labourer to the capitalist. Direct force, outside economic conditions, is of 
course still used, but only exceptionally.”27

Especially in the preliminary studies for “Capital,” the so-called “Grundrisse,” 
Marx tries to study in detail the nature of these abstract interpersonal connections, 
as they are peculiar to modern society and lie at the core of what he called the 
“dull compulsion”. Continuing where Smith stopped, Marx aims to explain 
how the illusion of the end of domination can emerge in the exchange process 
of commodities: “In the money relation, in the developed system of exchange 
(and this semblance seduces the democrats), the ties of personal dependence, 
of distinction of blood, education, etc. are in fact exploded, ripped up […]; 
and individuals seem independent […]; but they appear thus only for someone 
who abstracts from the conditions, the conditions of existence within which these 
individuals enter into contact (and these conditions, in turn, are independent of 
the individuals and, although created by society, appear as if they were natural 

25	 Marx, Karl: Capital. A Critical Analysis of Capitalist Production. MEGA Section 2, Vol. 9. 
Berlin 1990, pp. 17-18.

26	 Ibidem, p. 621.
27	 Ibidem, pp. 639-640.
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conditions, not controllable by individuals.”28 The new, modern social relations, 
while being mediated, are not free of domination, they only appear to be so; in 
reality they are camouflaged, non-personal relations of domination, which seem 
to be natural.

But still, even when raising this caveat against the too optimistic view of 
the liberal thinkers, Marx underscores in many parts of his work as well the 
progressive sides of this new social formation and its new, not directly personal 
social ties: “And, certainly, this objective connection is preferable to the lack 
of any connection, or to a merely local connection resting on blood ties, or on 
primeval, natural or master-servant relations.”29 He even goes so far to praise the 
“civilizing influence” of capital: “Thus capital creates the bourgeois society, and 
the universal appropriation of nature as well as of the social bond itself by the 
members of society. Hence the great civilizing influence of capital; its production 
of a stage of society in comparison to which all earlier ones appear as mere local 
developments of humanity and as nature-idolatry.”30

This optimism and the hope that progress will prevail perhaps made Marx 
think that some early forms of the racket, of the reproduction of a more direct, 
personal domination, which he described when discussing the contemporaneous 
reports of the Children´s Employment Commission, were only ephemeral and 
would soon disappear. Namely, Marx describes the “gang-system,” which was 
common in rural areas in the east of England in the 1860s. Essentially, it was 
an enterprise of the “gang-master,” who mustered a gang, mainly women and 
children, for agricultural work, which he then sublet to local farmers to work 
on their farms. It is interesting to see how Marx describes this gang-master, 
and how he underscores moments of personal dependence within this system. 
The gang-master is “always an ordinary agricultural labourer, generally what is 
called a bad lot, a scapegrace, unsteady, drunken, with a dash of enterprise and 
savoir faire. […] Although the gangmaster, who, in some districts is called ‘the 
driver,’ is armed with a long stick, he uses it but seldom, and complaints of brutal 
treatment are exceptional. He is a democratic emperor, or a kind of Pied Piper 
of Hamelin. He must therefore be popular with his subjects, and he binds them 
to himself by the charms of the gipsy life under his direction.”31 In these niches 
of society, direct personal dependence was obviously still thriving. And although 
Marx noted that this system was in the 1860s on the rise, as he points out that its 
numbers have “during the last years […] steadily increased,”32 and he embedded 

28	 Marx, Karl: Grundrisse. Translation of Grundrisse der Kritik der politischen Ökonomie. New 
York 1973, pp. 163-164.

29	 Ibidem, p. 161.
30	 Ibidem, pp. 409-410.
31	 Marx, K.: Capital, pp. 601–602.
32	 Ibidem, p. 603.
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its description in the framework of bigger trends of capital, namely the increased 
mobilization as workforce of women and children, this phenomenon remained 
a minor detail in his work. One can assume that Marx thought that, given the  
increasing organization of the working class, which, as he was convinced, would 
put an end to these social relationships altogether in a  revolutionary act, this 
reproduction of personal dependence was just a footnote in history.

R AC K E T  A N D  R E A S O N
But it was exactly the fact that this hope was not fulfilled, which drove the IfS 
towards the formulation of a theory of the racket. The rise of popular “democratic 
emperors” on a bigger scale, who ruled by charismatic as well as authoritarian 
means, made them reassess Marx´s assumptions, as particularly these forms of 
a return of personal rule had proven to be all but ephemeral. Against the hope, 
that the increasing organization of the proletariat would lead to an improvement 
of the situation, Horkheimer realized in one of the central texts for the theory of 
the racket (written in 1943), that under the given social relationships, this drive 
towards organization had not been untouched by economic and social changes 
and had revealed its downsides as well: “Labor in monopolistic society is itself a kind 
of monopoly. Its leaders control labor supplies as the Presidents of Big Corporations 
control raw materials, machines or other elements of production. Labor leaders trade at 
this kind of merchandise, manipulate it, praise it, try to fix its price as high as possible. 
Labor, becoming a  trade among others, completes the process of the reification of the 
human mind.”33 Thus, the labor organizations had become rackets themselves, 
although in a  precarious position: “The labor leaders have become an acquisitive 
group among others. The conditions under which they work are more difficult, it is not 
so easy for them as for the leadership of the big capitalist trusts to keep their doings from 
public discussion by a public opinion which is controlled by their competition.”34

This does not mean that Horkheimer rejected Marx´s  analysis altogether, 
he still praised Marx for unveiling “the oppressive character of modern 
economic relations, the old issue of power behind the apparently rational set-
up of liberalism,”35 but the situation had changed, the mediating moments 
of society, which had been a  force to reckon with in liberal society as long as 
many smaller capital owners held each other in check, had been weakened by 

33	 Horkheimer, Max: The Sociology of Class Relations. <https://nonsite.org/max-horkheimer-
-and-the-sociology-of-class-relations/> [20. 12. 2024]. A German translation of this text (ori-
ginally written by Horkheimer in English) can be found in Horkheimer’s  collected works: 
Horkheimer, Max: Zur Soziologie der Klassenverhältnisse. In: Gesammelte Schriften Band 
12, Frankfurt am Main 1985, p. 75–104.

34	 Ibidem.
35	 Ibidem.
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monopolistic tendencies: “The development of capitalistic society according to 
its own inherent tendencies, caused the progressive elements of competition to 
disappear: it secured the link between the needs of consumers and the profit-
interest of the individual entrepreneur, it diminished the possibility, slight as 
it was, that an independent mind gained access to an independent position, it 
reduced the number of relatively autonomous economic subjects, who by the 
very fact of that plurality had an interest in the functioning of general law and its 
impartial administration.”36

This passage sums up the central ideas of the theory of the racket, which was 
then elaborated in more detail in a collective work of members of the IfS, which 
was, however, due to the lack fundings, never completed.37

One of the central contributors in this collective work was, alongside 
Horkheimer, the legal scholar Otto Kirchheimer. We will focus now on one of 
his texts which emerged in this discussion, “In Quest for Sovereignty” (1944), as 
it addresses central points of the theory of the racket. Kirchheimer focusses on 
the relation of the racket and state and wants to explore how the notion of the 
state and its relation to the individual is influenced by the new constellation.

At first, Kirchheimer points out that the racket is not alien to modern society, 
that it is not something that came from outside, but that it is a product of the 
logic and the tendencies of modern society itself. What is it that distinguishes 
the racketeer from the established capitalist? According to Kirchheimer, not as 
much as the latter is inclined to think: “But if there is a difference in methods as 
between ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’, firstcomers and latecomers, ‘decent citizens’ and 
‘racketeers’, there is no difference in their aims, which are essentially the same: 
establishment of domination over a  segment of the process of production or 
distribution. Common usage of the language has, therefore, justifiably generalized 
the use of the word racket.”38

Kirchheimer elucidates that the racket society is especially prone to clientelism, 
as belonging to a group becomes the central lever of social mobility. The term 
racket “infers that a person´s status in society is conditional upon the presence 
or absence of a combination of luck, chance, and good connections,”39 the merits 
of the individual become less important. The central tenet of bourgeoise society, 
that every man is the architect of his own fortune, loses in this constellation the 
last shreds of credibility. Belonging to a certain group becomes more important 

36	 Ibidem. For a more detailed discussion on the implications of this transformation in the case 
of law, see Gansinger, Simon: Max Horkheimer on Law’s Force of Resistance. In: Exchanges: 
The Interdisciplinary Research Journal 2024 12 (1), pp. 102–112.

37	 For the details of this process, see Fuchshuber, T.: Rackets, pp. 223–304.
38	 Kirchheimer, Otto: in Quest of Sovereignty. In: Burin, Frederic S. – Shell, Kurt L.: Politics, 

Law, and Social Change. Selected Essays of Otto Kirchheimer, New York 1969, p. 179.
39	 Ibidem.
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than having certain qualities. Kirchheimer puts the role of clientelism into the 
center of his description of the racket: “The term racket is a polemical one. It 
reflects on a society in which social position has increasingly come to depend 
on a relation of participation, on the primordial effect of whether an individual 
succeeded or failed to ‘arrive.’ Rackets connotes a  society in which individuals 
have lost the belief that compensation for their individual efforts will result from 
the mere functioning of impersonal market agencies.”40

The non-personal forms of social mediation, be it the value and the market or 
the law, attained a certain degree of autonomy and enabled in turn the individual 
to benefit from this autonomy, not at least because these forms were always 
connected to the public sphere as well. The conformism of the racket reverses 
this effect. The clientelism Kirchheimer describes is closely tied to an increasing 
conformism, which again leads to the internalization of authority. This process 
then reenforces the informal character of this constellation, as “authority is best 
adapted to its task when its very existence causes the parties to mold their behavior 
according to the rules the issuance of which is anticipated.”41

This erosion of a mediated interpersonal sphere and the internalization of 
authority cannot leave the state unaffected. To describe these effects, Kirchheimer 
reverts to Ignazio Silone´s description of the lives of the Cafoni, bitterly poor 
South-Italian peasants: “’The experience of generations makes the Cafoni think 
that the state is only a better organized Camorra.’ If the traditional regulatory and 
supervisory organs seem out of breath, one turns to the manifold new crystallizations 
of state power which have grown up in recent times.”42 Here Kirchheimer comes 
close to the analysis of German National Socialism by his colleague Franz L. 
Neumann, who argued that the German state had eroded into different centers 
of power which competed among each other and who answered the question 
whether one could speak of a  German state anymore in the negative.43 But 
even apart from this extreme example, Kirchheimer sees the similar tendency 
of the atomized individual to seek shelter in conformism, the hope of profiting 
from clientelism of a powerful group. As the weakened abstract, non-personal 
ties seem to have no future, joining a racket seems to be the better option. The 
racket “can offer the individual precisely that from which it was emancipated by those 
forms belonging to bourgeoise society. In so doing it not only perpetuates pre-modern  
 
 
 

40	 Ibidem, p. 180.
41	 Ibidem, p. 183.
42	 Ibidem, P. 184.
43	 See Neumann, Franz L.: Behemoth. The Structure and Practice of National Socialism, Chicago 

2009, p. 467.
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relations – direct compulsion and personal dependency – but modernizes them in order 
to arm itself against society´s promise of emancipation. What it offers to the forlorn and 
atomized is the warmth of the ‘original closeness of blood [Blutsurenge].’”44

CO N C LU S I O N
When Horkheimer drafted the outlines of the theory of the racket, he had big 
goals in mind. Not only should it serve as a political guide in troubled times, 
he hoped as well that it could be the key for understanding a whole range of 
historical phenomena scientifically. “These remarks could serve only as a  kind of 
introduction to a real sociological task. A real sociology of the racket as the cell of the 
ruling class in history could serve both a political and a scientific purpose. It could help 
clarify the goal of political practice. […] Scientifically the sociology of the racket […] 
could not only yield a more adequate philosophy of history but help to throw more light 
on many issues in the realm of humanities up to such remote and controversial problems 
as the initiation rites and rackets of magicians in primitive tribes. […] The ‘Racket’ 
was also the pattern of the organization of the males with regard to the females. The 
modern concept serves to describe the past social relations.”45

As already mentioned, the project of a detailed formulation of the theory had 
to be abandoned by the IfS, these grand plans came to naught, and the problems 
Horkheimer mentioned still are waiting to be tackled. In the postwar world, 
with the rise of Keynesian economics, which favored state intervention, and the 
stalemate between the two superpowers, the IfS assumed that the tendencies 
they tried to grasp with the theory of the racket were better described by other 
concepts, like the notion of the administered world. Only after this era ended in 
the early 1990s, interest in this concept rose again.

The present text can be seen as an attempt to develop central concepts of 
this theory and to utilize them to help understanding questions of clientelism 
and corruption, without having to refer to ahistorical anthropological categories. 
This is perhaps one of the greatest merits of the IfS´s  theoretical work: By 
conceptualizing the racket theory as a theory of a post-liberal society, clientelism 
and phenomena of informal authority are made historically tangible, without 
having to refer to an “essence of man” or similar anthropological or ontological 
explanations. There is a whole range of theories of elites, stemming from the 
1920s and 1930s, which try to explain and affirm social phenomena of force and 
domination by using such categories. The most blatant example of those might 
be Oswald Spengler´s, who simply claims that there “are men whose nature is 

44	 Scheit, G.: Rackets, p. 1555.
45	 Horkheimer, M.: The Sociology of Class Relations.
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to command and men whose nature is to obey, subjects and objects of the political or 
economic process in question.”46

In contrast, the IfS tried to sketch the historical process in which direct 
personal dependence, which was thought to be surmounted, continues to exist and 
even re-emerges in a more vicious forms under certain historical constellations. 
These concepts can help to form the framework in which studies on clientelism 
and corruption can be embedded.

That the IfS avoided to rely on anthropological categories of elite theories is 
of course also connected to the democratic thrust of their theories in general, of 
which a short note bears witness, which was found among the materials on the 
discussion process on racket theory. In a very condensed form, it emphasizes the 
idea of democratic councils and the dangers of clientelism: “The councils as the 
only institution so far known to dispose of the rackets and prevent their regeneration. 
Democracy = a  society without rackets, without a  ruling class, and hence equal 
opportunity for every human being. When there are rackets, democracy becomes a mere 
illusion, because they enforce a privileged, that is ruling, class and therefore exclude 
equal opportunity.“47

46	 Spengler, Oswald: Man and Technics. A  Contribution to a  Philosophy of Life, New York 
1932, p. 63.

47	 Fuchshuber, T.: Rackets, p. 246.
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