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Introduction 

The writings of what one may loosely refer to as a ‘school’ of 
Western Marxism – critical theory – caught the imagination of 
students and intellectuals in the 1960s and early 1970s. In Ger
many thousands of copies of the ‘school’s’ work were sold, fre
quently in cheap pirate editions. Members of the New Left in other 
European countries as well as in North America were often 
inspired by the same sources. In other parts of the world, for 
example in Allende’s Chile, the influence of these texts could also 
be detected. In the streets of Santiago, Marcuse’s name often took 
a place alongside Marx and Mao in the political slogans of the day. 
Critical theory became a key element in the formation and self-
understanding of the New Left. Many of those committed to new 
radical protest movements – to the struggles against imperialism, 
the private appropriation of scarce resources and the many con
straints on personal initiative – found in the works of this ‘school’ 
an intriguing interpretation of Marxist theory and an emphasis on 
issues and problems (mass culture, for instance, or the family and 
sexuality) which had rarely been explored by more orthodox 
approaches to Marxism. 

Despite the break-up and repression of the movements of the 
sixties, the writings of critical theorists have been the subject of 
continuing controversy – controversy which has centred on their 
theoretical and political merits. Partly because of their rise to 
prominence during the political turmoil of the 1960s, and partly 
because they draw on traditions which are rarely studied in the 
Anglo-American world, the works of these authors are frequently 
misunderstood. Yet, in their writings, they opposed various 
schools of thought now being brought into disrepute (positivism, 
for example) and did so more cogently than many critics today. 
The critical theorists directed attention to areas such as the state 
and mass culture, areas which are only just beginning to receive 
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the study they require. Their engagement with orthodox Marxism 
on the one hand, and with conventional approaches to social sci
ence on the other, provided a major challenge to writers from both 
perspectives. Critical of both capitalism and Soviet socialism, their 
writings pointed to the possibility – a possibility often sought after 
today – of an alternative path for social development. 

In this book I hope to explicate and assess central aspects of 
critical theory. My intentions are threefold: first, to sketch the 
background and some of the main influences on critical theory’s 
development; second, to expound, around a number of themes, its 
main theoretical and empirical concerns; third, to demonstrate and 
assess the assumptions and implications of the work of its key 
exponents. I have not written an intellectual history: this has, in 
part, been accomplished.1* Nor have I provided an account of 
critical theory which examines its development year by year. 
Clearly, one cannot entirely escape intellectual history or 
chronological documentation. But my emphasis is on an interpre
tation and elaboration of the ideas which were at the centre of the 
‘school’ and I have, accordingly, focused on themes – the themes 
which gave the work its distinct character. With the exceptions of 
the introductory chapters to Parts 1 and 2, I have concentrated in 
each chapter on a key area of concern to the critical theorists. 

Critical theory, it should be emphasized, does not form a unity; 
it does not mean the same thing to all its adherents. The tradition 
of thinking which can be loosely referred to by this label is divided 
into at least two branches – the first centred around the Institute 
of Social Research, established in Frankfurt in 1923, and the sec
ond around the more recent work of Jürgen Habermas. The Insti
tute’s key figures were Max Horkheimer (philosopher, sociologist 
and social psychologist), Friedrich Pollock (economist and 
specialist on problems of national planning), Theodor Adorno 
(philosopher, sociologist, musicologist), Erich Fromm (psycho
analyst, social psychologist), Herbert Marcuse (philosopher), 
Franz Neumann (political scientist, with particular expertise in 
law), Otto Kirchheimer (political scientist, with expertise in law), 
Leo Lowenthal (student of popular culture and literature), Henryk 
Grossmann (political economist), Arkadij Gurland (economist, 
sociologist), and, as a member of the ‘outer circle’ of the Institute, 
Walter Benjamin (essayist and literary critic). The Institute’s 

* Notes and references appear in a section beginning on page 409. 
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membership is often referred to as the Frankfurt school. But the 
label is a misleading one; for the work of the Institute’s members 
did not always form a series of tightly woven, complementary 
projects. To the extent that one can legitimately talk of a school, it 
is only with reference to Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse, Low-
enthal and Pollock2 – and it is for these five men that I have 
reserved the term ‘Frankfurt school’.3 When referring to the Insti
tute of Social Research, however, I include all those affiliated to 
the Institute. 

Jürgen Habermas’s recent work in philosophy and sociology 
recasts the notion of critical theory. Others who have contributed 
to this enterprise include Albrecht Wellmer (philosopher), Claus 
Offe (political scientist and sociologist) and Klaus Eder (anthro
pologist). 

Despite a certain unity of purpose, there are major differences 
between the members of the Institute of Social Research and 
Habermas and his associates, as there are between most of the 
individuals within each camp. My main concern is with the thought 
of the Frankfurt school – with Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse 
in particular – and with Habermas. These four men are the central 
figures of critical theory. I refer to them when writing about the 
‘critical theorists’. 

At a general level it may be said that the founders of critical 
theory preserved many of the concerns of German idealist thought 
– concerns, for example, with the nature of reason, truth and 
beauty – but reformulated the way in which these had been previ
ously understood. They placed history at the centre of their 
approach to philosophy and society. Yet the issues they addressed 
went beyond a focus on the past and embraced future possibilities. 
Following Marx, they were preoccupied, especially in their early 
work, with the forces which moved (and might be guided to move) 
society towards rational institutions – institutions which would 
ensure a true, free and just life. But they were aware of the many 
obstacles to radical change and sought to analyse and expose 
these. They were thus concerned both with interpretation and 
transformation. 

Each of the critical theorists maintained that although all know
ledge is historically conditioned, truth claims can be rationally 
adjudicated independently of immediate social (e.g. class) inter
ests. They defended the possibility of an independent moment of 
criticism. They also all attempted to justify critical theory on a 
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non-objectivistic and materialistic foundation.4 The extension and 
development of the notion of critique, from a concern with the 
conditions and limits of reason and knowledge (Kant), to a 
reflection on the emergence of spirit (Hegel), and then to a focus 
on specific historical forms – capitalism, the exchange process 
(Marx) – was furthered in the work of the Frankfurt theorists and 
Habermas. They sought to develop a critical perspective in the 
discussion of all social practices. 

The work of the critical theorists revolves around a series of 
critical dialogues with important past and contemporary 
philosophers, social thinkers and social scientists. The main figures 
of the Frankfurt school sought to learn from and synthesize aspects 
of the work of, among others, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Weber, Lukács 
and Freud. For Habermas certain traditions of Anglo-American 
thought are also important, especially linguistic philosophy and the 
recent philosophies of science. He has sought to mediate between 
and integrate a variety of seemingly quite different approaches. 
The motivation for this enterprise appears similar for each of the 
theorists – the aim being to lay the foundation for an exploration, 
in an interdisciplinary research context, of questions concerning 
the conditions which make possible the reproduction and trans
formation of society, the meaning of culture, and the relation 
between the individual, society and nature. While there are differ
ences in the way they formulate questions, the critical theorists 
believe that through an examination of contemporary social and 
political issues they could contribute to a critique of ideology and 
to the development of a non-authoritarian and non-bureaucratic 
politics. 

The historical context 
In order to grasp the axes around which critical theory developed 
it is essential to understand the turbulent events which were at the 
root of its founders’ historical and political experience. These 
events affected critical theory both directly and indirectly. In par
ticular, it is worth tracing the main occurrences of the inter-war 
years which had a profound impact on the Frankfurt school and 
Habermas. 

In the century up to the first world war class conflict was success
fully contained by the German nation-state and by the world’s 
other major industrial and capitalist nations. But it is clear that 
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what was contained was also only temporarily staved off. In the 
next twenty years there was an explosion of events which shook to 
the core many of Europe’s oldest political systems. February 1917 
saw the fall of Tsarism in Russia. Nine months later the Bolshevik 
Party seized power. The success and excitement of the revolution 
reverberated far beyond the boundaries of Russia. The unity of 
theory and revolutionary practice, central to the Marxist prog
ramme, seemed within reach. 

The two years following the end of the first world war, in 1918, 
testified to the strength and spontaneity of the forces of change. 
Ten days after the naval mutinies began in Kiel and Wilhelms-
haven the foundations of the German imperial system were 
undermined. On November 9 a republic was declared in Berlin; a 
coalition of Majority Social Democrats and Independent Social 
Democrats took office. The Majority Social Democrats were 
determined to follow a constitutional course toward parliamentary 
government and a negotiated peace settlement. A large proportion 
of the war-weary masses, however, shared goals which went 
beyond a ‘republic, democracy and peace’.5 A large network of 
workers’ and soldiers’ councils quickly developed, demanding 
far-reaching changes in the economy and the military (including 
socialization of a vast proportion of the means of production and 
the abolition of military rank). In Austria, Hungary and Italy, 
meanwhile, a parallel set of events was taking place. In Hungary 
a Soviet Republic was created after the abdication of the bour
geois government. Workers’ councils were quickly formed as they 
were in Austria and Italy. Large-scale protests and strikes were 
frequent in Austria. In Italy they culminated in a general strike 
and extensive factory occupations (centred in and around 
Turin).6 

The more immediate triumphs of the Russian revolutionaries 
were in marked contrast to the fate of the radical and revolu
tionary movements of central and southern Europe. Despite the 
devastation of the war, the strategies of revolutionary socialist 
movements proved inadequate against the resources and organiza
tion of the dominant classes. By the end of 1920 they had been 
checked. The momentum of the Russian revolution – weakened by 
foreign interventions, blockades and civil war – had been halted. 
The revolution was isolated. In the context of the fragmentation 
and repression of European socialist movements, the pressures of 
encirclement by Western and Eastern powers, the lack of 
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resources as a result of the war, economic blockade and general 
economic underdevelopment, the Russian revolution itself began 
to deviate from the path Lenin had hoped to maintain. Lenin died 
in 1924. Three years later Stalin’s victory was complete. 

As the process of ‘Stalinization’ advanced in Russia, with the 
expansion of centralized control and censorship, the process of 
subjugating many European Communist parties to Moscow lead
ership was completed. (The ‘Bolshevization’ of the Communist 
International had already laid the foundation for the hegemony of 
Moscow in the Third International.)7 Within Germany, the Com
munist Party, the KPD, while steadily growing in membership 
throughout the 1920s, became increasingly ineffective. The party’s 
very existence constituted a continuous threat to those who 
sought to undermine the constitution from the right. But its adher
ence to the ‘International-Bolshevik line’, along with frequent 
changes of strategy and tactics, the dogmatic application of a crude 
theory to rapidly changing circumstances and the virulent attacks 
on other parties of the left and on the leadership of the trade union 
movement, all contributed to its failure to win and organize a 
majority of the working class. The revolutionary slogans of the 
KPD often appeared empty in the context of the social divisions of 
the Weimar republic. 

The divisions within the German working class were the product 
of a long and complex history. An indication of their origin can be 
found in the history of the Second International and the German 
Social Democratic Party. Marxists of the Second International had 
frequently presented socialism as a historically necessary outcome 
of the development of capitalism. The revolution was held to be on 
its way. But as one commentator put it, ‘a revolutionary party 
which is content to wait for the Revolution gradually ceases to be a 
revolutionary party’. This was precisely what the German Social 
Democratic Party ceased to be. Throughout the last three decades 
of the pre-war years it had constantly grown in size, commanding a 
massive vote in the immediate post-war elections. Its rhetoric was 
Marxist but its programme increasingly reformist. ‘If in the future’, 
Eduard Bernstein had written in 1898, ‘some event were to place 
the power in the hands of Social Democracy, the gaping difference 
between the presuppositions of our theory and reality would 
appear in all its full dimensions.’8 In 1914, the Social Democrats – 
formally committed to an international struggle against capitalism 
– voted for the war credits requested by the Emperor. In the next 
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six years the party’s fate was established. In 1917 the left wing of 
the party formed an independent group. During the two years 
following the war the Social Democratic leadership supervised the 
crushing of the radical and revolutionary movements. They now 
placed complete reliance on ‘formalistic legality’.9 They not only 
failed to take advantage of the opportunities to further the demo
cratization and socialization of production in Germany but also, in 
the years to come, ‘unwittingly’, as Franz Neumann has shown, 
‘strengthened the monopolistic trends in German Industry’ and 
failed ‘to root out the reactionary elements in the judiciary and civil 
service or limit the army to its proper constitutional role’.10 

In the next decade conflict in Germany did not, of course, dimin
ish. The loyalties of the working class were split between the 
socialist, communist and national socialist parties. The experience 
of the lost war, a frustrating peace settlement, massive inflation, 
steadily rising unemployment (with well over six million registered 
as unemployed in 1931), and the appearance in 1929 of the worst 
international capitalist crisis, intensified and complicated all forms 
of social and class struggle. There were only brief periods of 
economic recovery and political stability. 

The assaults on Weimar democracy came from many sides. 
Counter-revolutionary forces were growing in resources and skills. 
From 1924 to 1933 European history was engulfed by the rapid 
emergence of Nazism and fascism. The liberal and democratic 
parties proved ineffective against the organization and determina
tion of these forces. The Communists, although often courageous, 
fought mistimed battles with too small and fragmented forces. 
Hitler exploited his chances as did Mussolini in Italy and Franco in 
Spain. In January 1933 the Nazis seized power. Across central and 
southern Europe coalitions between capital, ‘big agrarians’, 
bureaucracy and the military were victorious. All independent 
socialist and liberal organizations were suppressed. On 22 August 
1939 the Hitler–Stalin pact was signed. It was the end of an era 
and, for all those committed to the struggle against capitalism, a 
desperate irony. 

The character of critical theory 
For those inspired by Marxism, but shaken by events of the 1920s 
and 1930s, there were fundamental questions to answer. It was 
clear that Marxists who had maintained either that socialism was 
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an inevitable part of ‘history’s plan’, or that correct social action 
would follow merely from the promulgation of the correct party 
line, had espoused positions which were misleading and far too 
simple. While adherents to various forms of determinism had 
failed to grasp the way ‘men make their own history’, adherents to 
the doctrine of the centrality of ‘the party’ underestimated the way 
the making of history was affected by circumstances ‘directly 
encountered, given and transmitted from the past’. Political events 
and revolutionary practice had not coincided with the expectations 
derived from the Marxist theory of the day. The following ques
tions became urgent: How could the relationship between theory 
and practice now be conceived? Could theory preserve hope for 
the future? In changing historical circumstances how could the 
revolutionary ideal be justified? In order to understand the 
response of the Frankfurt school and Habermas to these issues, it 
is useful to look briefly at the thought of two men – Georg Lukács 
and Karl Korsch – whose own attempts to address these problems 
opened up new perspectives in Marxism. Although what follows in 
this book will make evident that Lukács and Korsch are by no 
means the only significant influences on critical theory, their writ
ings set an important precedent for the critical theorists. 

In the early 1920s Lukács and Korsch, active members of the 
Hungarian and German Communist parties respectively, wrote 
major works calling into question the dominant Marxist orthodox
ies – the established doctrines of the Communist and Social 
Democratic parties.11 The publication of Lukács’s History and Class 
Consciousness and Korsch’s Marxism and Philosophy met with a 
number of bitter polemical attacks. Some of the harshest criticism 
came from leading spokesmen of the Communist International 
itself.12 In the years that followed neither Lukács nor Korsch found 
it easy to continue his efforts to reappraise Marxism. Korsch was 
eventually expelled from the KPD in 1926 for his ‘deviations’, 
while Lukács, threatened with similar treatment, wrote works to 
appease his critics. Lukács gradually capitulated to orthodoxy and 
moved to the Soviet Union. Korsch, after trying to maintain an 
independent political group, was driven by the Nazi victory into 
exile and isolation in Scandinavia and the United States. 

These two men, however, by challenging orthodoxy and by 
rethinking Marxism in relation to contemporary events, created a 
basis for a re-examination of Marxist theory and practice. Both 
men believed that Marx’s writings contain concepts, theories and 
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principles which are violated by orthodox Marxism; and both 
sought to elaborate and develop this dimension of Marx’s enter
prise. Furthermore, both believed that this process of elaboration 
and development requires an examination of the origins and 
nature of Marx’s thought and an engagement with those thinkers, 
whether they be Marxists or non-Marxists, who can aid the process 
of reconstruction. 

The early work of Lukács and Korsch took issue, specifically, 
with the ‘determinist’ and ‘positivist’ interpretation of historical 
materialism – with its emphasis on unalterable stages of historical 
development (driven by a seemingly autonomous economic ‘base’) 
and on the suitability of the methodological model of the natural 
sciences for understanding these stages.13 The latter interpretation 
of Marx corresponds, they argued, to a form of thought which 
Marx himself had rejected – ‘contemplative materialism’, a mater
ialism which neglected the central importance of human subject
ivity. The traditional standpoint of orthodox Marxism, they 
maintained, fails to grasp the significance of examining both the 
objective conditions of action and the ways in which these condi
tions are understood and interpreted. By underplaying human sub
jectivity and consciousness Marxists missed the very factors which 
were so central in preventing the emergence of a revolutionary 
agent. Since Lukács’s work was extremely influential on the critical 
theorists the way in which he developed these themes is of special 
interest.14 

Historical materialism, on Lukács’s account, has no meaning out
side the struggle of the proletariat. There is no objective reality 
which social theorists can passively reflect upon; for at every 
moment they are part of the societal process as well as ‘its poten
tial critical self-awareness’. The theorist is seen as a participant in a 
continuous class conflict, explicating objective possibilities imma
nent in the dynamic of class relations.15 Accordingly, Marxism’s 
claim to objectivity and truth, like that of all methods, cannot be 
separated from the practices of a particular social class. But, 
Lukács argued, ‘the standpoint of the proletariat’ and conse
quently Marxism transcends the ‘one-sidedness’ and distortions of 
other social theories and class ideologies. For the proletariat is the 
class on whose genesis capitalist society rests. The process of its 
own Bildung (formation, cultivation) is the key to the constitution 
of capitalism. As the pivot in the capitalist totality it has the capa
city to see and comprehend the essential social relations and pro-
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cesses.16 In Lukács’s opinion, an opinion he buttressed with 
Hegelian categories, the ‘standpoint of the proletariat’, society’s 
‘subject-object’, is the only basis from which the totality can be 
grasped. 

Lukács’s position is predicated on the existence of a class whose 
social postion is said to be unique – unique because it has the 
capacity both to understand and change society radically. Even if 
(mass) revolutionary working-class practice does not exist, one is 
still able to talk of its objective possibility; for it is, on Lukács’s 
assessment, contained within the dynamic of the historical process. 
The purpose of theory, therefore, is to analyse and expose the 
hiatus between the actual and the possible, between the existing 
order of contradictions and a potential future state. Theory must 
be oriented, in short, to the development of consciousness and the 
promotion of active political involvement.17 

One of the chief barriers to revolutionary consciousness is, 
Lukács contended, ‘reification’ – the appearance of people’s pro
ductive activity as something strange and alien to them. Drawing 
on Marx’s analysis of the structure of commodities in Capital, 
Simmel’s account of the commodification of culture, and Weber’s 
work on rationalization, Lukács attempted to show how reification 
permeates all spheres of life. Although reification involves a pro
cess whereby social phenomena take on the appearance of things, 
it is not, he stressed, simply a subjective phenomenon; rather it 
arises from the productive process which reduces social relations 
themselves to thing-like relations – reduces, that is, the worker and 
his or her product to commodities. Reification is a socially neces
sary illusion – both accurately reflecting the reality of the capitalist 
exchange process and hindering its cognitive penetration. Lukács’s 
analysis sought to assess and criticize this. The problem of com
modities, of reification, he argued, was ‘the central structural prob
lem of capitalist society in all its aspects’.18 It determined the 
objective and subjective forms of bourgeois society.19 

It will become evident in the course of what follows that critical 
theorists retained many of Lukács’s concerns: the interplay between 
history and theory, the importance of theory as a ‘promotive factor 
in the development of the masses’, the relation of production and 
culture, the effects of reification and the way each aspect of society 
contains within itself ‘the possibility of unravelling the social whole 
or totality’. The terms in which Lukács cast many of his interests 
were, however, often regarded unsympathetically by the critical 
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theorists. For instance, they were extremely hostile (with the 
exception perhaps of Horkheimer in the middle 1930s) to the 
‘standpoint of the proletariat’ as the criterion of truth.20 They 
rejected the Hegelian language in which Lukács couched much of 
his argument and recast the concept of reification. But despite these 
differences, the impetus Lukács gave to the interrogation of 
orthodox Marxism and to the reworking of Marx’s ideas was built 
upon by each of the critical theorists.21 Although Lukács recanted, 
they continued the project of examining the origins of Marx’s 
thought, exploring Marx’s works for dimensions that had been 
previously neglected and assessing the relevance of the Marxist 
tradition in light of contemporary events. 

In furthering these general aims the critical theorists drew upon 
a variety of intellectual currents. For example, they looked (as 
Lukács had done before them) to German idealism, and to Kant 
and Hegel in particular, to retrieve the philosophical dimensions of 
the Marxist tradition. Criticisms of German idealism – those of 
Marxists as well as of non-Marxists like Schopenhauer and 
Nietzsche – were explored in order to come to grips with idealist 
views. Marx’s early works, especially the 1844 Manuscripts (which 
were unavailable to Lukács), were examined both to assess 
Hegel’s impact on his thought and to help uncover the critical basis 
of Marx’s ideas. The contributions of, among others, Heidegger 
and Husserl were assessed as part of a general engagement with 
contemporary philosophy. For the reinvestigation of human sub
jectivity Freud’s works were regarded as of paramount impor
tance. Weber’s writings, especially in the processes of rationaliza
tion and bureaucratization, were thought to be key contributions to 
contemporary sociology – especially in light of the absence of seri
ous discussion of these and related issues in the Marxist tradition. 
There was also an extraordinary cross-fertilization of ideas among 
the members of the Institute of Social Research and among the 
critical theorists themselves. Horkheimer and Adorno, for exam
ple, had a major impact on each other. Benjamin’s ideas had a 
strong influence on Adorno. Marcuse and Adorno had a lasting 
effect on Habermas. 
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A negative definition of critical theory 
It has often been said that because the critical theorists frequently 
criticized the works of others, it is easier to say what critical theory 
is not rather than what it is. There is enough truth in this comment 
to allow us to begin by defining critical theory negatively. Indeed, 
this may help to dispel a number of common misunderstandings. 
Although the thought of Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse and 
Habermas is steeped in the traditions of Kant and Hegel, only se
lected aspects of their ideas were employed. The critical theorists 
rejected Kant’s transcendental method and many aspects of 
Hegel’s philosophy. For example, against Hegel’s claim that his
tory is the process of reason (Vernunft) coming to be in self-
consciousness – that reason unfolds in practice reconciling thought 
and object, freedom and necessity – they sought to show the extent 
to which human reason is still ‘unreasonable’: that is, tied to mater
ial conditions and practices often only dimly reflected in human 
consciousness. 

They all rejected a philosophy of identity. Such a philosophy 
implies an actual or potential unity between subject and object. 
They attacked what they saw as Hegel’s commitment to an idealist 
identity theory; the historical process could not be reduced to the 
manifestations of an absolute subject, a World Spirit, ‘developing 
through individual acts’ towards a given or potential unity of the 
Idea and the world, a state in which the subject fully appropriates 
its other – the object. They were also critical of what one might call 
a materialist identity theory propagated by orthodox Marxists; 
history could not be read as the manifestation of economic laws 
inexorably moving its carriers towards socialism or communism, a 
state in which the subject is enveloped by the ‘objective workings’ 
of history. They all rejected dialectical materialism. They were 
also critical of Marxist humanism.22 They did not maintain, as 
Göran Therborn has suggested, that society is simply ‘reducible to 
its creator-subject, and history is the continuous unfolding of this 
subject’.23 As Horkheimer wrote, 
There can be no formula which lays down once and for all the relationship 
between the individual, society and nature. Though history cannot be seen 
as a uniform unfolding of human nature, the opposite fatalistic formula 
that the course of events is dominated by necessity independent of Man is 
equally naive.24 

Hence one can find in their work numerous objections to the 



Introduction 25 

abstract humanism of Feuerbach and to the positions established 
by philosophical anthropologists, existentialists and phenomen-
ologists. They were united in a rejection of the positivist under
standing of science and a correspondence theory of truth. 

It is, moreover, wrong to characterize their work as simply 
replacing Marxist political economy with general concerns about 
social philosophy, culture and social psychology.25 Neumann, Pol
lock and, more recently, Habermas have all written extensively on 
the economy, the polity and their relations. It is also an error to 
imply that they pursued these issues without regard for empirical 
research. They have contributed extensively to empirical inquiry. 
It is, furthermore, mistaken to suggest that the Frankfurt school’s 
work merely comprises a series of fragments – a motley collection 
of writings. Horkheimer and Adorno frequently chose to express 
themselves through aphorisms and essays, but I shall argue that 
the Frankfurt school as a whole developed a systematic account of 
the nature of capitalist society. 

Critics on the left have charged critical theory with a failure to 
come to terms with practical political questions. This is a complex 
issue and one that will be discussed later. Here it is simply impor
tant to note that for the early Horkheimer, as for Lukács, the 
practical role of the theorist was to articulate and help develop a 
latent class consciousness. In Horkheimer’s later work the task of 
the critical theorist was often conceived as that of ‘remembering’, 
‘recollecting’ or capturing a past in danger of being forgotten – the 
struggle for emancipation, the reasons for this struggle, the nature 
of critical thinking itself. But the critical theorists were not just 
concerned with explicating what was latent or remembering the 
past; they contributed new emphases and ideas in their conception 
of theory and practice. Marcuse’s defence, for instance, of per
sonal gratification (against those revolutionaries who maintained 
an ascetic and puritanical outlook); individual self-emancipation 
(against those who would simply argue that liberation follows from 
changes in the relations and forces of production); fundamental 
alternatives to the existing relationship between humanity and 
nature (against those who would accelerate the development of 
existing forms of technology) – all constitute a significant depar
ture from traditional Marxist doctrines. Horkheimer, Adorno and 
Marcuse never advanced, however, a rigid set of political demands. 
For it is a central tenet of their thought, as of Habermas’s also, that 
the process of liberation entails a process of self-emancipation and 



26 Introduction 

self-creation. Nor did they conceive the relation of theory and prac
tice as a given and unchanging one. Time entered into their con
ception of this relation as a crucial dimension; it is a historical 
relation – a relation determined, like all others, by a world in 
development and flux. 

The following eight chapters, which comprise Part One of the 
book, provide an account of the Frankfurt school. Chapter 1 is a 
brief history of the Institute of Social Research. Chapters 2–5 
expound critical theory’s relation to political economy, aesthetics, 
psychoanalysis and the philosophy of history. The subsequent 
three chapters focus on the conceptions of critical theory of Hork-
heimer, Adorno and Marcuse. Part Two begins with a summary of 
Habermas’s work and a discussion of its relation to the Frankfurt 
school. Chapter 10 concentrates on Habermas’s social theory, 
while Chapters 11 and 12 explicate his approach to epistemology 
and methodology. In Part Three, Chapters 13 and 14 offer an 
assessment of the contributions and limitations of the various 
branches of critical theory. They also include an appraisal of some 
of the major objections that have been raised against the work of 
the critical theorists. 



Part One 
The Frankfurt School 





1 The formation of the Institute of 
Social Research 

The Institut für Sozialforschung (Institute of Social Research), 
founded in Germany in 1923, was the home of the Frankfurt 
school. The Institute was established as a result of an initiative by 
the son of a wealthy grain merchant, Felix Weil, who procured the 
means to ensure that the Institute could develop with minimum 
external pressures and constraints; and, in fact, though formally 
attached to the University of Frankfurt, its private funds did give it 
considerable autonomy.1 

When Horkheimer assumed the directorship of the Institute in 
1930 most of the figures who later became famous as members of 
the Frankfurt school began to contribute to the Institute’s 
activities. Although the orientation of the Institute changed mark
edly under Horkheimer’s influence, the experience and concerns of 
its first director – Carl Grünberg, a figure relatively unknown 
today – were important to the overall development of the Institute. 

The Institute under Grünberg, 1923–9 
Grünberg is considered by many to be one of the founders of the 
Austro-Marxist tradition. After a professorship in law and political 
science at the University of Vienna, he became, on appointment to 
Frankfurt, the first ‘avowed Marxist to hold a chair at a German 
University’.2 He was responsible for establishing and editing the 
first major European journal of labour and socialist history – 
Archiv für die Geschichte des Sozialismus und der Arbeiter-
bewegung [Archive for the History of Socialism and the Workers’ 
Movement] or Grünbergs Archiv, as it was often called – which 
transferred, with Grünberg, to Frankfurt.3 

Marxism was made the inspiration and theoretical basis of the 
Institute’s programme. The regular contacts and exchanges with 
the Marx–Engels Institute in Moscow (then under the directorship 



30 The Frankfurt School 
of David Ryazanov), symbolized the close ties between the Insti
tute of Social Research and the traditions of classical Marxism. 
The two institutes jointly sponsored the publication of the first 
volume of the Marx–Engels Gesamtausgabe [Marx–Engels Com
plete Edition]. 

Many of the scholars Grünberg brought together were deeply 
committed to political involvement. Among his assistants were 
members of the Communist Party – Karl August Wittfogel, Franz 
Borkenau and Julian Gumperz – as well as members of the Social 
Democratic Party. Karl Korsch was also active in the Institute’s 
affairs in its early years, participating in seminars and contributing 
to the Archiv. But the Institute remained officially independent of 
party affiliations and was a centre for scholars of many political 
persuasions. As one of its members, Henryk Grossmann, wrote: 

It is a neutral institution at the university, which is accessible to everyone. 
Its significance lies in the fact that for the first time everything concerning 
the workers movement in the most important countries of the world is 
gathered. Above all, sources (congress minutes, party programs, statutes, 
newspapers and periodicals). . . . Whoever in Western Europe wishes to 
write on the currents of the workers movement must come to us, for we 
are the only gathering point for it.4 

However, the distinctiveness of the brand of Marxism initiated 
by Institute of Social Research can best be detected in Grünberg’s 
1924 inaugural address. In this paper Grünberg emphasized his 
opposition to the trend in German universities toward teaching at 
the expense of research and toward the production of ‘mandarins’ 
only capable of serving the existing balance of power and 
resources. Marxism, Grünberg argued, as a method of scientific 
research and as a philosophical system, must be used to counter 
these tendencies.5 

On Grünberg’s account, the object domain of historical materi
alism is real social events: ‘social life in its ceaseless and ever-
recurring transformations’. The goal of research is to grasp ‘the 
ultimate causes of these processes of transformation and the laws 
according to which they evolve’. The method of research is ‘emi
nently inductive’. But its results claim ‘no absolute validity in time 
and space . . . only relative, historically conditioned meaning’.6 In 
contradistinction to positions held by some members of the Second 
International, Grünberg’s Marxism is not a straightforward monis
tic materialism, maintaining a simple correspondence theory of 
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truth and claiming to reveal transhistorical laws. The categories of 
materialism, Grünberg maintained, do not grasp universal, 
unchanging truths; they reflect and describe a dynamic and 
developing society the future of which is not guaranteed. Social 
life, he believed, could be understood by uncovering the laws 
operative in a given economy. Marxism could only develop as 
a theory of production – as a theory of the changing forms of 
economic life. 

Grünberg’s Institute sought to combine concrete historical 
studies with theoretical analysis. His journal published articles on 
a multitude of topics in the history of capitalist and socialist 
economies and workers movements. Historians, economists, 
philosophers, among others, were represented in the journal and 
at Institute seminars. Works by as diverse figures as Ryazanov, 
Grossmann, Wittfogel, Korsch and Lukács were printed in the 
Archiv. 

The prescription for social explanation offered by Grünberg was 
not, however, adhered to by the central figures of critical theory; 
they rejected the idea that all social phenomena were in essence a 
mere ‘reflex’ of the economic. Likewise a certain optimistic deter
minism which often found expression in his work, suggesting a 
progression in the development of social institutions from ‘the less 
perfect to the more perfect’, was not shared by most of those who 
later became critical theorists. But the strong emphasis Grünberg 
placed on historically oriented empirical research, carried out in 
the context of Marx’s insights into political economy, was to 
become a crucial part of their frame of reference. 

In 1929, at the age of 68, Grünberg retired. The following year 
Max Horkheimer was installed as the Institute’s director. Within a 
short period of time he had a major impact on the type of work 
executed by the Institute’s members. 

The Institute and its programme under Max Horkheimer 
Horkheimer gathered around him a diverse group with an extra
ordinary array of talents. Within a few years the new entrants to 
the Institute included Fromm, Marcuse and Neumann, while Pol
lock and Lowenthal, both of whom had been members since the 
1920s, took on more prominent positions. The composition of the 
Institute under Horkheimer corroborates Benjamin’s assertion 
that ‘one cannot say that the group . . . was founded on a specific 
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field. . . . [Rather] . . . it was based on the idea that the teaching 
about society can only be developed in the most tightly integrated 
connection of disciplines; above all, economics, psychology, his
tory and philosophy’.7 In 1935 Benjamin himself became a 
research associate of the Institute’s Paris branch and received a 
stipend.8 

Horkheimer’s inaugural address, ‘The present situation of social 
philosophy and the tasks of an Institute of Social Research’, deliv
ered in 1931, expressed both continuities and breaks with Grün-
berg’s programme.9 Horkheimer believed, as Grünberg had done 
before him, in the ‘dictatorship of the director’: the director of the 
Institute should take a central role in all Institute activities. Grün
berg’s concern for both theoretical analysis and empirical investig
ations was also at the heart of Horkheimer’s interests. However, 
Horkheimer sought to discuss the role of theory and social 
research in a more radically historical and theoretical mode. The 
main theme of his address was the relation between social philoso
phy and science. Horkheimer characterized social philosophy as an 
attempt to interpret the fate of human beings ‘insofar as they are 
parts of a community, and not mere individuals’.10 While he 
accepted the significance of the traditional questions of social 
philosophy such as the relationship between the individual and 
society, the meaning of culture and the basis of societal life, he 
rejected a purely philosophical approach to these issues.11 

Philosophers, he argued, have all too often treated these questions 
in the abstract, divorced from history and social context; the major 
schools naively posited either ‘an abstract, isolated individual’ (e.g. 
Lebensphilosophie, existentialism) or a ‘hypostatized social total
ity’ (e.g. Hegelian idealism) as the fount of life and proper object 
of social inquiry. Horkheimer rejected these approaches and, 
instead, called for ‘a dialectical penetration and development of 
philosophical theory and the praxis of individual scientific discip
lines’.12 He held that it was necessary to reintegrate disciplines 
because the division of labour in the humanities and social sciences 
was so far advanced and their results so fragmented.13 Neither 
philosophy nor any of the individual sciences could defend the 
claim that it alone could uncover ‘the essentials’ or ‘the facts’.14 I 
will return to the precise nature of the relationship between 
philosophy and science recommended by Horkheimer in Chapter 
5. But it is crucial to note that he was not demanding, as has been 
suggested by one critic, ‘the development of “social philosophy” 
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supplemented by empirical investigations’.15 Rather Horkheimer 
stressed the necessity of a programme of interdisciplinary study in 
which ‘philosophers, sociologists, economists, historians and 
psychologists must unite in a lasting working partnership . . . to do 
what all genuine researchers have always done: namely to pursue 
the great philosophical questions with the most refined methods’. 
In the course of working on particular problems and objects 
researchers must, he contended, reformulate the philosophical 
questions, make them more precise, and devise new methods for 
handling specific issues while, at the same time, ‘not losing sight of 
the universal’.16 

Horkheimer also rejected the emphasis of those who, as he put 
it, ‘did not understand Marx’. Social phenomena cannot be 
deduced from material being, that is, from the economy. The Insti
tute’s members, he insisted, must explore the question of ‘ the 
interconnection between the economic life of society, the psychic 
development of the individual and transformations in the realm of 
culture . . . including not only the so-called spiritual contents of 
science, art and religion, but also law, ethics, fashion, public opin
ion, sport, amusement, life style etc.’.17 More specifically they 
should ask: what interconnections exist in definite social groups, in 
definite periods of time and in definite countries, between the 
position of the group in the economy, changes in the psychic struc
tures of its membership and other relevant factors which condition 
and affect the group’s thoughts and practices.18 

Three themes dominate all others in Horkheimer’s address. The 
first, already described, suggests the necessity of re-specifying ‘the 
great philosophical questions’ in an interdisciplinary research 
programme. The second theme, more implicit but made clearer in 
later essays, is a call for a rejection of orthodox Marxism and its 
substitution by a reconstructed understanding of Marx’s project. 
The third emphasizes the necessity for social theory to explicate 
the set of interconnections (mediations) that make possible the 
reproduction and transformation of society, economy, culture and 
consciousness. In his early writings as an Institute member Hork
heimer added a note on methodology to the themes of his inau
gural address.19 No one method could, in his opinion, produce 
definitive results about any given object of inquiry. To take one 
type of approach is always to risk a distorted perspective on real
ity. Several methods, drawing on both qualitative and quantitative 
techniques, have to be supplemented with one another in any 
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systematic investigation. But empirical work, Horkheimer 
emphasized, is not a substitute for theoretical analysis. For con
cepts like society, culture and class, indispensable to all inquiry, 
cannot be simply transcribed into empirical terms. They require 
theoretical elucidation and appraisal.20 

During the 1930s and early 1940s, despite the transfer of the 
Institute – an outcome, of course, of the Nazis’ rise to power – to 
Geneva (February 1933) and then to Columbia University in New 
York (1935), members of the Institute continued to work in 
political-economy, philosophy, sociology, psychology, literature, 
music and other disciplines. The variety of approaches were 
reflected in the Institute’s new journal, the Zeitschrift für Sozial-
forschung [Journal of Social Research], first published in 1932, 
and in Studies in Philosophy and Social Science as the journal was 
later called on its publication in English, between 1939 and 1941. 
The term ‘critical theory’, the label under which so much of the 
Frankfurt school’s work has become famous, does not reflect ade
quately the different disciplines represented in the journal or at 
the Institute. Although it is a label which Horkheimer, Adorno 
and Marcuse seemed happy to employ as a description of their 
own enterprises from the mid 1930s onward, ‘critical theory’ does 
not describe the approach or method of individuals such as 
Grossmann, Fromm and Neumann (who had a more traditional 
attitude to their disciplines). Nor does it identify satisfactorily all 
the stages in the development of Horkheimer’s, Adorno’s and 
Marcuse’s own thought – the transformations, for example, in 
Horkheimer’s theoretical perspective from an early commitment 
to materialism and critique to a later interest in ‘quasi-religious’ 
phenomena. Moreover, the label conceals a host of differences 
between Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse. When employing the 
term it is important to bear in mind that there are several models 
of critical theory. While the term ‘critical theory’ will be applied 
here, its different connotations will also be expounded. 

The character of the Institute’s projects 
The most active years of the Institute, 1930–44, coincided with the 
prominence of Nazism and fascism. Horkheimer had been in his 
new appointment for less than three years before he and the others 
were forced to leave Germany. The opportunities to ‘promote the 
development of the masses’ rapidly dwindled. But although there 
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were marked differences in the way Horkheimer and the others 
conceived the political implications of their work, most of the 
Institute’s members hoped that their cumulative efforts would con
tribute to the making of history with will and consciousness. They 
intended their findings to become a material force in the struggle 
against domination in all its forms. The conditions they observed, 
and the questions which became central for the Institute members, 
included: 

The European labour movements did not develop into a unified 
struggle of all workers. What blocked these developments? 

Capitalism was in a series of acute crises. How could these better 
be understood? What was the relation between the political and 
the economic? Was the relation changing? 

Authoritarianism and the development of bureaucracy seemed 
increasingly the order of the day. How could these phenomena 
be comprehended? 

Nazism and fascism rose to dominate central and southern 
Europe. How was this possible? How did these movements 
attain large-scale support? 

Social relationships, for example those created by the family, 
appeared to be undergoing radical social change. In what direc
tions? How were these affecting individual development? 

Areas of culture appeared open to direct manipulation. Was a 
new type of ideology being formed? If so, how was this affecting 
everyday life? 

Given the fate of Marxism in Russia and Western Europe, was 
Marxism itself nothing other than a stale orthodoxy? Was there 
a social agent capable of progressive change? What possibilities 
were there for effective socialist practice? 

Needless to say not all members of the Institute studied and 
addressed each issue. Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse did, 
however, comment upon most, if not all, of these questions. It is 
from their work that one can most directly reconstruct the relation 
between themes. But there are also important connections, often 
not explicitly made, between most of the projects conducted at one 
time or another under the Institute’s auspices on the one hand, 
and the independent work of most of the Institute’s members on 
the other. 
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Emigration 

In the late 1930s and 1940s the activities at the Institute in the 
United States suffered disruption and a certain fragmentation. A 
hiatus emerged between works in philosophy and social theory 
(such as Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment) 
and empirical studies undertaken by the Institute (for instance, 
The Authoritarian Personality). There was also an ever greater gap 
between theory and practice. Reflecting perhaps on fascist Ger
many and exile, Marcuse wrote, ‘the divorce of thought from 
action, of theory from practice, is itself part of the unfree world. 
No thought and no theory (alone) can undo it’.21 

The programme of research Horkheimer had defended in his 
inaugural address and in his earliest Zeitschrift essays could not be 
carried out under the changed circumstances. Emigration to New 
York in 1935, and to California in 1941, dislocated a number of 
projects. Distress and disarray followed Hitler’s ascent to power, 
the loss of relatives and friends, and the shock of discovering a 
very alien culture.22 A sense of disorientation was also created by a 
change in the audience for whom Horkheimer and the others were 
writing. Despite the fact that they remained relatively isolated 
from American social science, the longer they stayed in the United 
States the more their audience consisted of American social scien
tists (as opposed to fellow German scholars and émigrés).23 Hork
heimer and Adorno continued to publish most of their writings in 
German; the Zeitschrift itself was issued in German until 1939. 
But the change in audience eventually forced a reconsideration of 
the form and content of at least some of their work. 

The differences between the intellectual traditions which 
informed German and American scholarship reinforced the feel
ing of dislocation. Neumann sought to express this difference when 
he wrote: 

on the whole, the German exile, bred in the veneration of theory and 
history, and contempt for empiricism and pragmatism, entered a diametri
cally opposed intellectual climate: optimistic, empirically oriented, 
a-historical, but also self-righteous.24 

The Institute’s members often found Anglo-American philosophy 
lacking in depth and insight. According to Adorno and Neumann, 
American scholars were uncritical and overenthusiastic about the 
benefits of empirical research.25 But the clash of traditions and 
approaches led to a heightening of awareness of the ‘prejudices of 
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tradition’. As Adorno put it, he learnt ‘not to take things for 
granted’, from general concepts to methods of inquiry.26 This also 
seems to have been the experience of Horkheimer and Neumann. 

Financial problems, particularly in the early 1940s, also caused 
difficulties.27 A number of investments had been unsuccessful. 
Foundation sponsorship was extremely hard to obtain. As a result, 
a projected study of aspects of German culture was abandoned 
and Studies in Philosophy and Social Science was discontinued 
(1941). It is probably fair to say that many of the projects the 
Institute might have wanted to carry out became impractical and 
even unwise at this time. Martin Jay has pointed out that there was 
a conscious toning down of radicalism in the Institute’s publica
tions due to fear of political harassment and deportation.28 But 
the type of research that could be realized was also constrained by 
the concepts of ‘problems’, ‘issues’ and ‘research’ held by potential 
sponsors. The Institute’s Studies of Prejudice (of which the The 
Authoritarian Personality is but one volume) was financed by the 
American Jewish Committee. 

Emigration, the change in audience and financial circumstances 
were not the only factors to affect the Institute’s activities. I have 
already outlined the major events which helped to shape the his
torical and political experience of the Institute’s members. The 
importance of these in the development of the Frankfurt school 
cannot be underestimated. Horkheimer, for example, frequently 
acknowledged the inadequacy of the conceptual tools he employed 
in the 1930s for analysis of major events in the 1940s. The optim
ism which he had felt during the pre-war years faded away. Critical 
theorists could hardly think of becoming a stimulating influence on 
the masses. Marcuse has expressed this view forcefully and noted 
some of its implications. 

If the proletariat no longer acts as the revolutionary class . . . it no longer 
furnishes the ‘material weapons’ for philosophy. The situation thus 
reverts: repelled by reality, Reason and Freedom become again the con
cern of philosophy. The ‘essence of man’, his ‘total liberation’ is again 
experienced [only] in thought [in Gedanken erlebt]. Theory . . . again not 
only anticipates political practice, runs ahead of it, but also upholds the 
objectives of liberation in the face of a failing practice. In this function, 
theory becomes again ideology – not as false consciousness, but as con
scious distance and dissociation from, even opposition to, the repressive 
reality. And by the same token, it becomes a political factor of utmost 
significance.29 
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The themes covered by the Frankfurt school during this time are 
extensive. They include discussions of theories of capitalism, of the 
structure of the state, and of the rise of instrumental reason; 
analyses of developments in science, technology and technique, of 
the culture industry and mass culture, of family structure and indi
vidual development, and of the susceptibility of people to ideol
ogy; as well as considerations of the dialectic of enlightenment and 
of positivism as the dominant mode of cognition. As always it was 
the hope of Horkheimer and the others that their work would help 
establish a critical social consciousness able to penetrate existing 
ideology, sustain independent judgement and be capable, as 
Adorno put it, ‘of maintaining its freedom to think things might be 
different’. 

The post-war years 
Horkheimer, Adorno and Pollock had resettled in West Germany 
by the early 1950s. Marcuse, Lowenthal, Kirchheimer and others 
stayed in the United States. By 1953 the Institute was re
established in Frankfurt, Horkheimer had been appointed rector 
of the University and Adorno had received a professorship. In 
1955 Adorno became co-director of the Institute. The Zeitschrift 
was not re-established, but the Institute soon began to publish a 
series of Frankfurter Beiträge zur Soziologie [Frankfurt Contribu
tions to Sociology]. Horkheimer and Pollock retired in 1958. In 
1969 Adorno died. Pollock’s death followed a year later and 
Horkheimer’s in 1973. Although the Institute of Social Research 
survived their deaths, the Frankfurt school itself, so dependent on 
the energy and ideas of these individuals, did not. 

Horkheimer and Adorno dominated the Institute in the post
war years. Equally critical (for the most part) of developmental 
tendencies in capitalist and socialist societies, they maintained 
staunchly independent intellectual and political positions. They 
continued to stress an interdisciplinary theoretical approach and 
the use of a variety of methodological techniques in their teaching 
and written work. Research techniques developed in America 
were promulgated and employed in a number of studies, although 
neither Horkheimer nor Adorno ever defended their use in isola
tion from theoretical and critical perspectives. 

In the atmosphere of post-war reconstruction and the cold war, 
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many key intellectuals from Germany’s past were subject to attack 
in the press and in academia; direct lines were traced, for example, 
from Hegel, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche to fascist ideology and 
from Marx to Stalinism. Horkheimer and Adorno resisted this 
fashion and helped to restore serious discussion of these and other 
thinkers. Their position, however, was not without tensions. In 
defending the importance of Marx and critical thinking while 
criticizing in an increasingly virulent manner Soviet Marxists and 
others who sought to actualize Marx’s ideals, they risked pleasing 
neither conservative authorities nor radical thinkers, including 
many of their own students. Their independent positions on politi
cal questions led, in fact, to challenges from all these parties. It is 
ironic that they were attacked in the 1960s for their political pes
simism and lack of practical involvement, but, after their deaths, 
for their supposed encouragement of ‘terrorism’ and political 
irresponsibility. 

Marcuse’s popularity with the New Left in the 1960s and early 
1970s, especially in the United States, was in marked contrast to 
the fate of his ex-colleagues. Although many of his ideas were 
similar to those they elaborated, his unambiguous commitment to 
politics and social struggle meant that he became one of the most 
prominent (if not the most prominent) spokesmen and theoreti
cians of the left. It was through Marcuse’s work that the Frankfurt 
school’s criticisms of contemporary culture, authoritarianism and 
bureaucratism became well known. The school’s concern to expand 
the terms of reference of the political, by drawing attention to 
issues such as the division of labour, ecological problems and sex
ism (as well as the traditional question of ownership and control), 
was actualized, in part, through Marcuse’s influence. But consider
able differences between Marcuse, Horkheimer and Adorno 
remained. The next seven chapters seek to clarify their respective 
positions on political and other issues. 



2 Class, class conflict and the 
development of capitalism: 
critical theory and political 
economy 

In the last ten years the work of the best-known representatives of 
the Frankfurt school has come to be associated with two basic 
concerns: social philosophy and social psychology. The theoretical 
innovations for which they are most often recognized are their 
analyses of the structure of reason and technique, and of the 
entanglement of enlightenment, myth, domination and nature; 
while their best-known empirical studies relate to authoritarianism 
and the authoritarian personality. The texts most often cited are 
Dialectic of Enlightenment, Eclipse of Reason, Minima Moralia, 
One Dimensional Man and The Authoritarian Personality. 

Sympathetic interpreters of the Institute’s work have come to see 
these writings as amounting to a ‘radical and sustained critique of 
bourgeois society’, although developed and presented in a frag
mented way. Critics have charged that these works represent a 
pessimistic cultural critique which does less to integrate Marxist 
political economy with socio-cultural and psychological dimen
sions than to replace the former with the latter.1 The concerns of 
the school, still others have argued, collapsed into a ‘perennial 
spiritualistic reaction – romantic, in the last instance – against 
technique and modern social organization’.2 In this chapter I want 
to show that classic Marxist themes are not simply replaced in the 
critical theorists’ work; that class and class conflict remain impor
tant categories in their understanding of the formation of capital
ism; and that it is insufficient to label their writings as just ‘pes
simistic’ or ‘romantic’. Their work contains a fairly systematic 
theory of the development of capitalism. 

Marx’s political economy as the foundation for critical social theory 

Despite major differences between members of the Institute in 
their assessment of the development of capitalism, it may be noted 
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from the outset that their respective analyses were informed by 
familiar Marxian tenets: 
1 We live in a society dominated by the capitalist mode of produc

tion. It is a society based on exchange, a commodity society. 
Products are manufactured primarily for their realization as 
value and profit, and not for their capacity to satisfy human 
wants and desires. 

2 The commodity character of products is not simply determined 
by their exchange, but by their being abstractly exchanged. 
Exchange, based on abstract labour time, affects the objective 
form as well as the subjective side of the productive process. It 
affects the former through its determination of the form of 
products and labour (labour power) and the latter through its 
debasement of human relationships. 

3 The particular constellation of social relations which ensures 
the unity of the capitalist social process also ensures its fetishi-
zation and reification. The products of human labour are 
viewed as independent, ‘having a life of their own’, a ‘natural’ 
value. The social and material relations which result from 
exchange, distribution and consumption are not immediately 
comprehensible. They are veiled by necessary illusion – the 
fetishism of commodities. 

4 Capitalism is not a harmonious social whole. Both in the realm 
of the production of commodities and in the sphere of illusion it 
is based on contradictions. The dominant relations of produc
tion ‘fetter’ the developed forces of production and produce a 
series of antagonisms. Further, the mass of workers’ separation 
from the means of production produces direct conflict with 
those that possess capital. Antagonisms arise in the cultural 
sphere as well as in the economic. Contradictions between 
socially generated illusions (ideology) and actuality (perfor
mance, effects) lead to crisis. For the principles which govern 
production are often not those which govern wants and needs, 
and their multifarious expression. 

5 A general tendency exists towards capital-intensive industries 
and increased concentration of capital. The free market is pro
gressively replaced by the oligopolistic and monopolistic mass 
production of standardized goods. 

6 The progressive rise in the organic composition of capital – the 
amount of fixed capital per worker – exacerbates the inherently 
unstable accumulation process. In order to sustain this process, 
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its protagonists utilize all means available – including imperial
ist expansion and war. 

Of all the members of the Institute only Grossmann maintained 
that a breakdown of capitalism was ‘objectively necessary’ and 
4 exactly calculable’. In a number of essays published during 1928–9 
and in his major work, Das Akkumulations–und Zusammenbruchs-
gesetz des kapitalistischen Systems [The Law of Accumulation and 
Breakdown of the Capitalist System], he argued that crisis and the 
eventual collapse of capitalism could be predicted from an analysis 
of the long-run tendency of capital to increase its organic composi
tion. Starting from a series of assumptions about population 
growth, the rate and quantity of surplus value, the relation of fixed 
to variable capital, which even sympathetic critics have called 
unrealistic, Grossmann calculated that the production of surplus 
value would eventually be inadequate to expand capital. Although 
a number of counter-tendencies were analysed, Grossmann was 
convinced about the inevitability of economic collapse.3 This did 
not mean, however, that there would be an automatic transition to 
socialism. Grossmann’s thinking combined both evolutionary and 
revolutionary elements. As he wrote, 

no economic system, no matter how weakened, collapses by itself in 
automatic fashion. It must be ‘overthrown’. The theoretical analysis of 
objective trends leading to a paralysis of the system serves to discover the 
‘weak links’ and to fix them in time as a sort of barometer indicating when 
the system becomes ripe for change. Even when that point is reached, 
change will come about only through active operation of the subjective 
factors.4 

Economic collapse does not guarantee revolution. In Grossmann’s 
opinion, revolution has to be made through the active intervention 
of the working class and by those who struggle on its behalf. 

In age and spirit Grossmann was closer to Grünberg than any of 
those who later became prominent as members of the Frankfurt 
school. The two men had become acquainted well before Gross
mann joined the Institute in the mid 1920s. They shared a strong 
interest in the theory and practice of classical Marxism. Further, 
Grossman’s commitment to orthodox Marxist economics, to the 
Soviet Union – even in the 1940s – and to settlement in East 
Germany (where he was offered a chair in 1949) distinguished his 
interests from those of Horkheimer and other members of the 
Institute who challenged his views. Certainly his stress on the 
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necessity of active, self-conscious intervention was shared by 
Horkheimer, Adorno, Pollock and others. But his view that break
down is unavoidable was regarded with a great deal of scepticism. 

Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s assessment of the developmental 
course of capitalism was, as will be shown below, much more 
ambivalent. Although this assessment relied in a number of 
respects on Pollock’s engagement with economic analysis, the 
significance of Marx’s contribution to the study of capitalism is 
continually acknowledged. This is especially clear in Horkheimer’s 
work. In an essay published in 1937, he registered agreement with 
Marx’s analysis of the general course of the commodity economy. 
Critical theory is, on this account, 

in its totality, the unfolding of a single existential judgement. Crudely 
formulated, it states that the fundamental form of the historically given 
commodity economy on which [more recent] history rests, contains in 
itself the internal and external contradictions of [its] epoch, which it gen
erates in an increasingly intensified form. . . .5 

Throughout his early Zeitschrift essays, Horkheimer appears to 
accept most of the tenets of Capital, Following Marx, he also 
argued that it is only through the abolition of the ‘economic struc
ture which underlies all contemporary social change’, that is, the 
dominant relations of production, that a ‘self-fulfilling praxis’ can 
be established. 

Unemployment, economic crises, militarization, terrorist regimes – in a 
word, the whole condition of the masses – are not due to limited tech
nological possibilities, as might have been the case in earlier periods, but to 
the circumstances of production . . . . 
Production is not geared to the life of the whole community [to the com
mon interest] while heeding also the claims of individuals; it is geared to 
the power-backed claims of individuals while being hardly concerned with 
the life of the community. This is the inevitable result, under the present 
property order, of the principle that it is sufficient for individuals to look 
out for themselves.6 

The political task is, therefore, to ‘set free’ the individual from 
these material conditions. 

In these early essays Horkheimer also defended his political 
aspirations by drawing upon Freud’s libido theory. Freud’s early 
formulation of the theory of human instincts implies, Horkheimer 
contended, that human beings share a striving for pleasure and 
self-preservation. Thus, there is a stratum of human existence 
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which is ‘an ever flowing source of stimuli’.7 But the ‘struggle for 
existence’ compels the repression of these instincts. Following 
Freud, Horkheimer held that a crucial condition of civilization is 
the renunciation of activities leading to immediate pleasure and 
the satisfaction of needs. The sublimation of libido renders 
possible the development of society. It ensures sufficient ‘energy’ 
for human beings to revolutionize production and, therefore, to 
escape the contingencies of a hostile environment. The 
institutionalization of economic growth under capitalism, with its 
rapid development of technology and labour-saving devices, 
furthers this process. Horkheimer maintained against Freud that 
as capitalism facilitates an enormous expansion of production and 
the ever greater control of nature, it also undermines the necessity 
for the perpetual postponement of gratification. Yet it tends ‘to 
reduce individuals to the status of mere functionaries of economic 
mechanisms’ and enforces suffering on a massive scale. Although 
in his early writings Horkheimer defended the view that the pro
letariat could potentially undo this state of affairs, he argued that 
the repression experienced by its individual members could bring 
about feelings of guilt and/or inadequacy and increased aggression 
towards self and others. This process, he thought, could hinder 
progressive political change and contribute to a new barbarism. 

Horkheimer’s position entails the defence of central elements of 
Marxist political economy as well as of some of Freud’s ideas. He 
sought thereby to sustain the claim that needs were emerging 
which represented potentially a critical and progressive political 
standpoint. With Marx and Lukács he suggested that it was 
possible for the proletariat to transcend this situation and realize a 
more enriching life. But as the 1930s developed the validity of this 
analysis was called into question. 

Adorno’s early views were similar to Horkheimer’s. Although 
he did not draw on Freud’s libido theory in a comparable fashion, 
Adorno placed certain traditional Marxian axioms at the centre of 
his writings and expressed throughout the pre-war and war years a 
growing ambivalence about the role of the proletariat.8 For both 
men, Marx’s social theory was crucial and the axioms outlined 
above were to remain of lasting importance in their work. How
ever, the significance they were granted changed in time. The 
same can be said of the role of Marx’s political economy in the 
thought of Pollock, Neumann, Kirchheimer and most of the other 
members of the Institute. 
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Reflections on early twentieth-century history 

The uncertainty of the epoch which began with the Russian revolu
tion and the council communist movement and ended with fascism 
and Stalinism is reflected in the earliest writings of the Institute’s 
members. Their experience and interpretation of these events 
helped create the motivation to develop a non-dogmatic critical 
theory of society. An analysis of these views provides a great deal 
of insight into their project and ambitions. 

In one of Horkheimer’s earliest and most remarkable works – a 
collection of aphorisms and short essays written between 1926 and 
1931 – the ambivalence of the era is succinctly expressed. The 
collection’s title is Dämmerung, which signifies both dusk and 
dawn.9 The first aphorism, entitled Dämmerung, captures the tone 
of the book. 

The more threadbare ideologies are, the crueller the means by which they 
are protected. The degree of effort and terror with which swaying gods are 
defended, shows the extent to which dusk [Dämmerung] has set in. In 
Europe the understanding of the masses has increased with big industry, 
so that the sacred goods have to be protected. . . .Whoever defends [these 
goods] has already [thereby] made his career: in addition to . . . systemati
cally induced stupification, the threat of economic ruin, social disgrace, 
prison and death prevent this [newly established] understanding from 
violating the highest conceptual means of domination. The imperialism of 
big European states does not have to envy the stakes of the Middle Ages; 
its symbols are protected by more subtle apparatuses and more terrible 
armed guards than the Saints of the Church of the Middle Ages. The 
opponents of the inquisition made that twilight [Dämmerung] into the 
dawn of a new day, nor does the dusk [Dämmerung] of capitalism neces
sarily herald the night of humanity, though this seems to be threatening 
today.10 

Four points appear of immediate interest. First, Horkheimer notes 
the demise of competitive, liberal capitalism and the rise of big, 
organized industry. Second, he suggests that with the development 
of capitalism and imperialism there has been an increase in class 
consciousness and understanding among the masses. Third, he 
stresses a certain potentiality for the transcendence of class-
dominated institutions. Fourth, he strongly qualifies any optimistic 
view that might claim socialism to be imminent. There are a mul
titude of ‘subtle apparatuses’ (education, mass media, for exam
ple) and direct institutions of force (for instance, the police and 
military) which are working to annihilate such hopes. The ‘night of 
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humanity’ is threatening. (There are only a few who might hold 
that the 1930s and early 1940s were not a realization of this 
insight.) Each of these themes is elaborated in Dämmerung. 

Reflecting some forty years later on this period, Horkheimer 
restated his belief that 

In the first half of the century proletarian revolts could plausibly be 
expected in European countries, passing as they were through inflation 
and crisis. The idea that in the early thirties a united movement of workers 
and intellectuals could bar the way to National Socialism was not mere 
wishful thinking.11 

In Dämmerung, the pre- and post-first-world-war attempts to 
establish a radical democracy, based on workers’ councils, appear 
as a major source of inspiration for his thinking. Horkheimer’s 
conception of socialism implies a collectively controlled society 
which would provide the condition for the possibility of ‘unfolding 
all individual talents and differences’. In 1940 he made clear that 
in his view the ‘theoretical conception which, following its first 
trailblazers, will show the new society its way – the system of 
workers’ councils – grows out of praxis. The roots of the council 
system go back to 1871, 1905, and other events. Revolutionary 
transformation has a tradition that must continue’.12 Throughout 
the collection of aphorisms and essays, Horkheimer often alluded 
to the intensive struggles which might continue this tradition. He 
envisaged a society based on the socialization of the means of 
production, planned management and, importantly, the participa
tion of all. But, as he later put it, the precise nature of such a 
society cannot and must not be stipulated in advance. 

Contemporary reflection in the service of a transformed society should 
not disregard the fact that in a classless democracy plans cannot be forced 
on others through power or through routine, but must be arrived at 
through free agreement.13 

What then did Horkheimer think of the struggle for socialism in 
Russia? 

Although he wrote little on this topic, his early writings suggest, 
as do those of Pollock and Marcuse, both feelings of support and a 
critical concern. As he put it in 1930, 

The state of affairs [in Russia] . . . is most problematic. I do not claim to 
know in which direction the country is going; undoubtedly there is a great 
deal of suffering. But whoever amongst the intelligentsia is unaware of the 
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breadth of exertion there or who boasts recklessly of it . . . is indeed a 
pathetic comrade, whose company brings no gain. Those who have an eye 
to the senseless injustice of the imperialistic world which cannot be 
explained by technical powerlessness, will regard events in Russia as the 
continued, painful attempt to overcome . . . terrible social injustice, or he 
will at least ask with a beating heart, if this attempt is still continuing. If 
appearances speak against it, he clings to the hope in the way in which a 
cancer victim does to the questionable news that a cure for cancer has in 
all likelihood been found.14 

However, by the mid 1930s the ambivalence in attitude gave 
way to disappointment, disenchantment and hostility. Stalin’s 
‘authoritarian bureaucracy’ was criticized: its elitist, technocratic 
and destructive elements were rejected. Horkheimer’s position 
appears thoroughly opposed to those elements of Lenin’s thought, 
extrapolated by Stalin, which sought to defend and legitimate the 
exclusive role of the party as the true and only representative of 
the working class (and, therefore, of the future of humanity). As 
such, his position was close to Kirchheimer’s. 

In a number of essays published in the early 1930s in Die 
Gesellschaft (the theoretical organ of the SPD), Kirchheimer, 
while defending the need for organization and an activist, inter
ventionist stance, criticized Lenin’s notion of the party and the 
state.15 Unlike Horkheimer, he developed a more detailed 
appraisal of Lenin’s (and by implication Stalin’s) theory and prac
tice. In his ‘Marxism, dictatorship and the organization of the pro
letariat’ (1933), Kirchheimer pointed to a tension between Lenin’s 
doctrine of the state (as expounded in State and Revolution) and 
his theory of the party (articulated in What is to be Done?), The 
former, he argued, is concerned with ‘primitive democracy’ – alter
ing the structure of society, electing officials, dismantling the regu
lar army, etc. – while the latter defends hierarchy, professionalism 
and planning. Clearly, the form of the Soviet state progressively 
approximated that of the party. The powers of the Soviets were not 
developed: discipline was maintained in the face of existing mass 
consciousness.16 Kirchheimer recognized that many factors contri
buted to this state of affairs, but felt that it was (at least in part) a 
result of ‘the natural unfolding of the party structure’ and its 
imposition upon the structure of the state. He shared Rosa 
Luxemburg’s critique of all attempts to impose the ‘principle of 
capitalist factory discipline’ on the ‘autonomous discipline of the 
working class’. Although he did not accept her emphasis on the 
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‘supreme importance of spontaneity’, he did agree that to crush 
spontaneity was disastrous. He was extremely critical of the ‘primi
tive purity’ and ‘autocratic structure’ of the Soviet party and state 
which had ‘jeopardized all chances of the development of demo
cratic institutions’ within and outside of the party.17 

By the early 1940s the ironies of the Hitler-Stalin pact led 
Horkheimer and Adorno, working together during the war years, 
to subject Stalinism and fascism to many similar criticisms. 
While they concentrated their analysis on the latter, some of their 
writings stress a comparable perversion of freedom and democracy 
in each social system.18 Marcuse’s Soviet Marxism, written in the 
late 1950s, is an immanent critique of the Marxism dominating 
Soviet society. His views have much in common with those 
described above. For example, Marcuse writes of Lenin, 

His struggle against ‘economism’ and the doctrine of spontaneous mass 
action, his dictum that class consciousness has to be brought upon the 
proletariat ‘from without’, anticipate the later factual transformation of 
the proletariat from the subject to an object of the revolutionary pro
cess.19 

Soviet Marxism, with its dictatorship of the ‘political, economic 
and military bureaucracy’, is not equated with a programme for 
genuine socialist development. 

In Dämmerung Horkheimer also offered an assessment of the 
situation of those who constitute a crucial element in determining 
‘the future of mankind’. This is developed in a short essay called 
‘The powerlessness of the German working class’.20 In this paper 
Horkheimer argued that there is a schism among the workers 
which undermines their capacity to act effectively. 

There is today a gulf between those regularly employed and those working 
only by exception [occasional, part-time work] or rather those totally 
unemployed . . . as formerly between the whole working classes and the 
Lumpenproletariat . . . . Work and destitution [Elend] become separated 
. . . and are distributed amongst different carriers. . . . This does not mean 
that all goes well for those working . . . the misery of those working 
remains . . . as the condition and foundation of this society . . . but the 
type of active worker is no longer characteristic of those who are most in 
need of change. Rather [the need for change] unites a certain lower strata 
of the working class, a part of the Proletariat. . . . Those who have a most 
immediate and urgent interest in revolution, the unemployed, do not 
possess, as did the Proletariat of pre-war days, the capability for training 
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and organization, class consciousness and reliability of those who are 
habitually incorporated into the capitalist process.’21 

Horkheimer explained the growing division in the ranks of the 
working class in terms of developments within the capitalist 
economy. The dynamic process of economic concentration and 
centralization, generating continuous investment in labour-
saving technology, is held to have produced mass unemployment. 
The lives of the employed – who at least have jobs, a basic income 
and a little security – are contrasted sharply with those who 
directly face the ‘horrors’ of unemployment. The effect of this is a 
fragmentation of the interests of the labour movement. Those who 
have jobs come to fear the miseries of the unemployed, the loss of 
a home and perhaps worse. Given the current conditions of their 
lives, the struggle for socialism appears full of very uncertain risks, 
dangers and possibly even death. For the unemployed all is already 
lost. They are more willing to join the revolutionary movement. 
However, they lack adequate theories and organization. ‘It is in 
the “na ture” of the capitalist process of production to separate 
interest in socialism from the necessary human qualities to bring it 
about.’22 

This division, Horkheimer maintained, created the basic con
stituencies for the SPD and the KPD; it was reflected in each 
party’s organization and programme. The SPD supported policies 
that sought to stabilize the status quo. Its strategy was defensive, 
because it was preoccupied with security and the protection of the 
jobs of the employed. 
The reformist wing of the workers movement has lost in contrast to Com
munism the knowledge of the impossibility of an effective improvement of 
human affairs on a capitalist base. It has lost all elements of theory, its 
leadership is the exact replica of its most opinionated [sichersten] mem
bers: many attempt by any means to maintain themselves in their posi
tions by sacrificing their most elementary loyalties; the fear of losing their 
jobs becomes progressively the only criterion of their action.23 

The theoretical framework of the SPD leadership was underpin
ned by both pragmatism and positivism. The former shaped their 
day-to-day attitude. Their criterion of success, Horkheimer con
tended, was what works in the here and now. The latter shaped 
their understanding of the limits of knowledge and theory. They 
fetishized the ‘facts’ immediately given in observation. Their realm 
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of operation was the existing state of affairs. Their programme had 
little relation to Marxism. 

The KPD was not criticized as harshly. But Horkheimer saw in 
‘the party’ an ever increasing tendency towards dogmatism and 
inflexible responses to political circumstances. 

In the mental [geistigem] sphere the impatience of the unemployed is 
expressed in the mere repetition of the slogans of the Communist Party. 
The principles . . . are seized undialectically. Political praxis thus lacks the 
exploitation of all given possibilities and frequently exhausts itself in 
unsuccessful commands and moral exhortation [Zurechtweisung] of the 
disobedient and disloyal.24 

Given the ‘Stalinization’ of the KPD and Horkheimer’s conception 
of socialism, it is clear that he could not support its endeavours as a 
member. His dilemma – a dilemma shared by many left-wing intel
lectuals of the time – was almost complete. Even Grossmann, whose 
general political sympathies were different from Horkheimer’s, 
was critical of the KPD. In a letter to Paul Mattick (1933), he 
castigated the party’s growing subservience to Moscow, the 
incapacity of its leadership to take initiatives and its general rigid
ity; it had become ‘a bureaucracy . . . slavishly subject to Mos
cow’.25 

The transcendence of the gap and the tension between parties, 
and the superseding of the theoretical limitations of both, 
depended, Horkheimer argued, on the overcoming of the condi
tions that divided the working class. What could be done to aid this 
process? How could a theorist intervene? Until the late 1930s 
Horkheimer still felt that the thought of critical intellectuals could 
be a stimulating, active factor in the development of political 
struggles. Critical theory could help to promote a ‘self-conscious 
and organized working class’ by fostering a debate between 
theoreticians, the advanced elements of the class, and those in 
need of greater awareness about social contradictions. This 
debate, he held, must unfold as a process of interaction in which 
growing consciousness develops into a liberating and practical 
force.26 However, already in Dämmerung, his writings reflected a 
pessimism about the success of any such intervention. The ‘night of 
humanity’ was threatening. 

Adorno was in general agreement with Horkheimer’s analysis. 
In a letter to Lowenthal written in 1934, he wrote, 

I have read the book Dammerung several times with the utmost attention 
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and have an extraordinary impression of it. I already knew most of the 
pieces; nonetheless, in this form everything appears entirely different. . . . 
As far as my position is concerned, I believe I can almost completely 
identify with it – so completely that it is difficult for me to point to 
differences. . . .27 

In an essay published in 1932 Adorno spoke of the scars left by 
alienation on the class consciousness of the proletariat.28 Like 
Horkheimer, he was deeply concerned with what hinders people 
‘coming to consciousness of themselves as subjects’, capable of 
spontaneity and positive action. He was, moreover, antagonistic to 
aspects of the programmes of both the SPD and KPD. In particu
lar, he was critical of all those in the SPD who thought socialism to 
be inevitable. He was scathing of all fatalistic thinking. He found 
the KPD’s version of such thinking, incorporated in its doctrine of 
social fascism, even more pernicious. 

Cured of the Social-Democratic belief in cultural progress and confronted 
with growing barbarism, they [the orthodox party members] are under 
constant temptation to advocate the latter in the interests of the ‘objective 
tendency’, and, in an act of desperation, to await salvation from their 
mortal enemy who, as the ‘antithesis’, is supposed in blind and mysterious 
fashion to help prepare the good end.29 

The ‘good life’, Adorno was convinced, was not born of such poli
tics. A reading of Erich Fromm’s early works suggest a similar 
perspective. 

Marcuse’s views of the SPD often appear as critical as Hork-
heimer’s. In early essays, for example ‘The affirmative character of 
culture’ (1937), he accused Kautsky of a politics of culture which 
‘can mean nothing other than winning the masses to the social 
order that is affirmed by the “entire culture” ’ .3 0 Marcuse’s par
ticipation in a soldiers’ council in Berlin after the first world war 
would have also made him sympathetic to a conception of social
ism radically different from that propagated by the SPD, which he 
left after brief membership in 1919. It would have also made him 
critical of the centralism and bureaucratism of the K P D and 
Comintern. His work is, of course, famous for his defence of a 
socialism that is radically democratic and libertarian.31 Concerned 
to recapture the ‘seminal achievements of the . . . “councils” 
(soviets, Räte) as organizations of self-determination, self-
government (or rather preparation for self-government)’, Marcuse 
has defended throughout his life the call for direct democracy in 
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the polity, work-place and in the cultural sphere. However, a 
qualification is added: ‘the theory and strategy of the councils . . . 
must not succumb to the fetishism of “below”’.32 The expression 
of the will of the people need not always be progressive. A radi
cally democratic society requires independent critical thinking. 
Auschwitz and Siberia were a warning against any naive belief in 
human capabilities and progress. 

Capitalism and the authoritarian state 
From the early 1930s, but particularly after emigration, several of 
the Institute’s members sought to understand in much greater 
detail the causes of the major events of the inter-war years. Their 
early reflections and opinions were often altered in the light of 
research and debate. One of their central foci was the changing 
relation between technique, the economy and the state in Ger
many, and in other Western capitalist societies. 

Writing in 1939, Horkheimer argued that ‘he who does not wish 
to speak of capitalism should be silent about fascism’ .33 Most of the 
members of the Institute agreed that ‘the turn from the liberalist to 
the total-authoritarian state occurs within the framework of a 
single social order’.34 The breakdown of liberal capitalism was 
thought to have produced the conditions that made this possible. 
The causes of authoritarianism were closely connected to the inner 
dynamics of capitalist development. But how exactly they were 
connected was a source of major controversy in the Institute. The 
debate turned, to a large extent, on different analyses of the 
development of capitalism and capitalism’s changing relation to 
the polity. 

Those who participated in the discussions divided into two 
camps. On the one side there were those who maintained that 
authoritarianism and the fascist state represented a political form 
suitable to, compatible with and necessary for the conditions cre
ated by advanced oligopolistic and monopolistic capitalism.* 

•The concept of ‘monopoly’ or ‘monopoly capitalism’ refers to a market situa
tion which is open to manipulation by either a small number of companies (national 
and/or international) or, at the system’s limit, by one or two companies. It marks 
the tendency towards the progressive elimination of the market and of competition. 
The concept refers less to the market shares, sales, profit, return on capital, etc. a 
given company or companies can acquire. Rather, it denotes the capacity of these 
enterprises to control and manipulate prices. No matter how many companies 
operate in a particular market, a monopoly exists if they are able to fix prices. 
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Neumann, Marcuse, Gurland and Kirchheimer supported this 
view in theoretical and empirical analyses of past and contempor
ary political, legal and economic institutions. Neumann’s classic 
study, Behemoth, provided the most important and most detailed 
defence of this position. 

On the other side were Horkheimer, Adorno and Pollock. Their 
views, some of which Kirchheimer accepted, implied that while the 
development of competitive into monopoly capitalism was a cru
cial condition for the advancement of the authoritarian state, the 
social order that resulted could not simply be referred to as mono
poly capitalism (although occasionally Horkheimer and Adorno 
continued to use the term). It had qualities which were new and 
distinct. Adorno frequently referred to a ‘post-competitive capital
ism’ or ‘post-market’ society.35 He wrote of capitalism’s increas
ingly ‘integrative trend’ and of the domination of the political 
apparatus in the interest of planned capital accumulation.36 Hork
heimer asserted the importance of similar concepts.37 He con
tended that ‘the leaders of industry, administration, propaganda, 
and the military have become identical with the state in that they 
lay down the plan of the national economy as the entrepreneur 
before them laid down policy for his factory’.38 But neither Hork
heimer nor Adorno developed these concepts in any detail. The 
views they expressed were often derived from Pollock who charac
terized the developing order as a form of ‘state-capitalism’. While 
Pollock’s account did not exhaust the views of the other two men, 
his analysis was influential. In many respects, it was left to him to 
develop this second position. The differences between the two 
sides are worth examining at some length. 

On Neumann’s account, the process of economic concentration 
and centralization, to which every capitalist economy is subject, 
created an increasingly interdependent, interconnected and inter
locked economic system.39 In a joint study Gurland, Kirchheimer 
and Neumann argued that this process had advanced in Germany 
more than in any other country. 

What has distinguished Germany’s economy from that of all other coun
tries is the depth and breadth of the integration of her industrial combina
tions. Vertical combines very early began to dominate the heavy indus
tries. . . . Horizontal associations of manufacturers . . . crisscrossed the 
territories of the German Empire of the later Republic with a network of 
organizations for the control of the domestic and, increasingly, of the 
foreign markets.40 
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Through a number of case studies, for example of the mining 
industry, they sought to demonstrate the way in which these com
bines and associations (especially cartels) furthered the interests of 
monopolies. They described, again and again, an economic situa
tion characterized by a very high degree of concentration and 
centralized control. ‘In no other country’, Gurland wrote, ‘was 
there such an intimate intertwining of production units both within 
the individual industries and across the boundaries of the indi
vidual trades.’41 As a result, every capitalist enterprise became 
dependent upon other enterprises; while the economic fortunes of 
every industry became interlocked with the changes and fates of all 
other industries. 

This economic order had little flexibility and was vulnerable to 
economic fluctuations. The network of interdependencies among 
economic units ensured, at best, a delicate economic equilibrium. 
Any disturbance or disruption to economic life could potentially 
ramify throughout the system. ‘There is no bankruptcy’, as Gur
land put it, ‘that would not implicate numerous apparently sound 
enterprises. . . . To prevent social disturbances from generating 
under this hyper-sensitivity of the economic apparatus, state inter-
ventionism is called for at an early stage.’42 The economic and 
political stability of the monopolistic order required quick 
responses to potentially threatening situations. The expansion of 
the ‘interventionist machinery’ was, therefore, necessary and 
unavoidable. The increasingly radical effects of endogenous 
changes within the system (for example higher rates of unemploy
ment and inflation at the troughs and peaks of the political-
business cycle) and/or the impact of exogenous factors (the crea
tion of shortages of raw materials as a result of international politi
cal events, for instance) had to be carefully managed. The situation 
was compounded by the involvement of finance capital. As the 
level of industrialization rises, invested money becomes increas
ingly fixed capital. Technological change (and rearmament) 
involved new construction costs on an ever larger scale. Huge 
investments multiplied risks and demands for the state to 
safeguard these, both in production and in the market. 

The Neumann-Gurland analysis adhered to Marx’s view that 
the accumulation process is inherently unstable and generates con
centration and centralization. Anticipating the work of Paul Baran 
and Paul Sweezy, they contended that the replacement of competi
tive by monopoly capitalism was inevitable and would exacerbate 
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a tendency to stagnation.43 The great capitalist post-first-world-
war crisis had left many economies in disarray. Germany, follow
ing defeat, had been particularly hard hit. More than any other 
capitalist country, it had failed to sustain an economic recovery. As 
Gurland argued, 

The capitalist automatism [its automatic adjustment mechanisms, for 
example the business cycle] no longer operated to overcome stagnation 
and unemployment. Too many commodities were facing too small a buying 
capacity. Monopolistic price-pegging prevented the aggregate value of 
commodities from being expressed in less money-units. Creation of addi
tional buying capacity (through investments, more employment, higher 
wages and increasing productive demand) encountered the resistance of 
‘vested interests’ as expressed in invested capital’s claim to at least ‘nor-
mal’ return on capital outlay. Either the investors’, the creditors’, or the 
commodity-owners’ claim for just return was to be turned aside, or the 
crisis was to go on and on.44 

The crisis went on: ‘the monopolies paralysed the automatism of 
capitalist development’. 

In Behemoth, Neumann sought to pursue the implications of this 
position and to demonstrate that 

in a monopolistic system profits cannot be made and retained without 
totalitarian political power, and that [this] is the distinctive feature of 
National Socialism. If totalitarian political power had not abolished free
dom of contract, the cartel system would have broken down. If the labour 
market were not controlled by authoritarian means, the monopolistic sys
tem would be endangered; if raw material supply, price control, and 
rationalization agencies, if credit and exchange-control offices were in the 
hands of forces hostile to monopolies, the profit system would break 
down. The system has become so fully monopolized that it must by nature 
be hypersensitive to cyclical changes, and such disturbances must be 
avoided. . . . In short, democracy would endanger the fully monopolized 
system. It is the essence of totalitarianism to stabilize and fortify it.45 

Neumann, Gurland and Kirchheimer agreed with Marcuse when 
he wrote, ‘ the total-authoritarian state brings with it the organiza
tion and theory of society that correspond to the monopolistic 
stage of capitalism’.46 National Socialism and monopoly capital 
forged, they contended, a new structure of political compromise.47 

Similar interests ensured the interdependence of the Nazi party and 
big business. ‘National Socialism pursues glory and the stabilization 
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of its rule, and industry, the full utilization of its capacity and the 
conquests of foreign markets.’48 

The interests of the Nazi party (articulated in the name of the 
‘national interest’) coincided with capitalist monopolies’ interest in 
expansion. The ‘government’ was interested in maximum effi
ciency and maximum production: it was concerned to secure and 
regulate a continuous supply of the necessary resources to repro
duce and solidify its control. Capitalist enterprise was also 
interested, of course, in its reproduction and security. The vertical 
and/or horizontal expansion of the enterprise, whether at home or 
abroad, was the condition for the improvement of its economic 
position. In general, capitalist competition favours the most 
efficient: it conditions mechanization and rationalization. The 
enterprises with the lowest costs of production, ceteris paribus, can 
force a less effective firm out of business. Increased efficiency, 
through increased technological power, tends to ever larger units of 
production and to the concentration of ownership and economic 
control. In a monopolistic system concern with efficiency 
diminishes as concern for the protection of the existing order 
increases. The improvement of a company’s economic position – its 
profitability – in this situation, depends on further exploitation of 
existing markets and, more importantly, on the development of 
new markets. Expansion guarantees the realization of profit and 
profit stimulates expansion.49 

Apart from supporting the interests of monopolies, the Nazi 
party also represented the traditional claim for economic security 
shared by many different groups – including small businessmen. 
The average businessman and shopkeeper resented and often pro
tested against monopolies profiting, as they did, from prosperity as 
well as from crisis. But in opposing big business they ‘did not mean 
to vindicate prohibition of trusts, combines and cartels; but merely 
loathed becoming their victim instead of participating in their 
rise’.50 Along with monopoly capitalists, they feared the discontent 
of the masses. Communism and socialism were always a threat to 
their ‘hard-won’ gains. The state, in these circumstances and in the 
hands of the Nazi party, had a choice: should it reform or abolish 
the monopolies for the sake of the small businessman and others 
with similar interests, or strengthen them and aid the organization 
of all business activities?51 The Nazis’ position was clear. They 
appear to have had little difficulty in making a ‘choice’. 

In a capitalist economy, economic security can only be main-
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tained with growth. Through expansion severe crises can be 
avoided. The party, therefore, came to stand for expansion first. 
This did not mean, Neumann and Gurland stressed, that National 
Socialism was the sole creation, and a subservient tool, of big 
business.52 Both authors talked about the formation of fascism 
from a conjuncture of the interests of big business (including big 
agrarians), the party, the bureaucracy and the military. Industrial 
capitalists did not crave totalitarian militarism. But, as Neumann 
put it, ‘with regard to imperialistic expansion, industry and party 
have identical aims’. With rearmament the common interests of 
the monopolies and the party were clarified and reinforced.53 Once 
rearmament began, there was no question of curtailing it, for it 
stabilized the economy. The aggressive and expansionist spirit of 
German industry became the motivating force of the system. The 
best name Neumann could find to describe this situation was 
‘totalitarian monopoly capitalism’. For the German economy had 
two broad and striking characteristics: it was a monopolistic 
economy and a command economy. It was ‘a private capitalist 
economy, regimented by the totalitarian state’.54 

In agreement with Neumann and Gurland, Pollock explained 
the genesis of monopoly capitalism in terms of the economy’s 
inherent tendency toward concentration and centralization.55 Like 
the others, he maintained that the crisis growth pattern of liberal 
capitalism had not been destroyed under the system of mono
polies. Increasing inflation and unemployment, unco-ordinated 
policies of nation-states – the result of unevenness and dispropor-
tionality in national and international economic systems – pro
duced economic problems and political unrest of ever greater sev
erity. These necessitated, and could only be resolved by, massive 
state intervention. In a number of his earliest essays Pollock 
sought to document this state of affairs.56 

But the initial patterns of state intervention, he argued, only 
exacerbated these trends. State support and subsidization of a 
highly interlocked economy increased the capacity of large enter
prises to resist pressures for price decreases and take advantage of 
price increases: massive enterprises could rely on state support 
should it be needed and government manipulation of demand. 
Today, many enterprises in industry and banking have grown so giganti
cally, that no state power, no matter how liberally it behaves [that is within 
the terms of reference of laissez-faire economics], can stand by and wit
ness their downfall. Above a certain size of capital, the enterprise may 
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continue to claim the profit(s) for itself, but the risk is unrolled [passed on] 
to the mass of tax-payers, since its collapse would bring about the most 
severe consequences – both for the body economic and political situa
tion.57 

While Pollock recognized that throughout past decades and cen
turies the state had intervened to support enterprises, he con
tended that the scale of such intervention was now quite different. 
For example, he argued, ‘every endangered large bank has to be 
upheld by means of state aid . . . while in former times measures of 
this kind were an exception’. The state increasingly guaranteed 
capitalism. In his view, monopolies took full advantage of this 
situation.58 

Pollock analysed German capitalism in terms which appear to 
be similar to Neumann et al. They agreed that 

Concentration of economic activity in giant enterprises, with its conse
quences of rigid prices, self-financing and ever growing concentration, 
government control of the credit system and foreign trade, quasi-
monopoly positions of trade unions with ensuing rigidity of the labour 
market, large-scale unemployment of labour and capital and enormous 
government expenses to care for the unemployed, are as many symptoms 
of the decline of the market system.59 

They all recognized also that monopolistic organizations no longer 
operated as ‘disturbing intruders’. The growing intervention of the 
state in the economy, and of monopolies in the state, provided 
more and more legal backing for restricted competition and con
trol of the market.60 (Gradually, more or less voluntary entre
preneurial associations, like the cartels, became compulsory.)61 

But Pollock, contrary to Neumann and co., called the developing 
order ‘state-capitalism’. State-capitalism, he argued, was better 
than any other term to describe four properties of the new system: 

1 That the new order is the successor of private capitalism, 
2 that the state assumes important functions of the private capitalist, 
3 that capitalist institutions like the sale of labour, or profits, still play a 

significant role, and 
4 that it is not socialism.62 

He distinguished between two ideal-types of state-capitalism: the 
‘totalitarian’ and the ‘democratic’. Although his studies were con
centrated on the former, he thought many of his findings and 
conclusions to be relevant to the latter. 
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Under the impact of National Socialism there had been a qualit
ative shift in the nature of political and economic organization. In 
pre-Nazi Germany interference with the market made it more and 
more unworkable but no provisions were foreseen to eliminate 
disturbances. In Nazi Germany, on the other hand, there had 
been, in Pollock’s view, a fundamental attempt to eradicate 
economic disruption and crisis. All the basic principles of organiza
tion changed. The basic institutions of capitalism were trans
formed: interference of the state with the structure of the old 
economic order has by its sheer totality and intensity “turned 
quantity into quality”, transformed monopoly capitalism into state-
capitalism’.63 Above all, Pollock noted the following trends. First, 
the market, as an indirect control of demand and supply, is 
superseded by direct state planning. A goal is set for all economic 
activities and a system of priorities and quotas established to 
guarantee its execution. Second, prices, as the medium for the 
management of scarcity, lose their function. They become a 
‘closely controlled tool’. Third, there is a subordination of the 
individual’s interest in profit to the general plan. Profit still plays a 
role as an incentive (for efficient investment and management) and 
as an instrument for social control. The capitalist is increasingly 
reduced to a rentier (although most of capital remains in private 
ownership). Fourth, the ‘occult entrepreneurial art of guessing 
what the future market demand will be’ is replaced by a com
prehensive technical rationality (through the introduction of, for 
example, modern statistical methods, regular reports of changes in 
stocks, production and plant, rationalization of technical and 
administrative processes, systematic training of workers, etc.). 
Fifth, the whole system is co-ordinated by a powerful bureaucracy 
and the senior management of the largest enterprises. All these 
developments were thought to be operative in democratic forms of 
state-capitalism; but Pollock did not know what political forms 
they would eventually generate. He was sure, however, about the 
nature of the regimes under fascist control: 

Under a totalitarian form of state capitalism the state is the power instru
ment of a new ruling group, which has resulted from the merger of the 
most powerful vested interests, the top ranking personnel in industrial and 
business management, the higher strata of the state bureaucracy (includ
ing the military) and the leading figures of the victorious party’s bureauc
racy. Everybody who does not belong to this group is a mere object of 
domination.64 
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The success of the totalitarian state was predicated on the des

truction of national and international working-class movements, 
through internal repression, brutal discipline and war. Writing in 
the early 1940s, Pollock seemed in no doubt that National Social
ism had accomplished this. The new system was, in his view, a new 
order. He claimed to be describing a new stage of economic and 
political development, and not just a wartime economy. Such a 
system, ‘could solve the major economic problems that had forced 
the collapse of liberal capitalism’. There was no logically necessary 
reason why state-capitalism, whether it be totalitarian or demo
cratic, would fail. In short, it could contain contradictions and 
conflict. ‘The primacy of politics over economics, so much disputed 
under democracy, is clearly established.’65 

Pollock’s work implied that the contradictions of capitalism 
could be resolved by political forms other than socialism. Hitherto 
most Marxists, including Horkheimer and Adorno, had not 
believed it was possible for capitalism in any form to sustain a rise 
in social product, to maintain fairly full employment, co-ordinate 
productive units, expand plant and plant capacity, and reproduce 
management and labour on a level commensurate with technical 
progress. With the advance of economic concentration and central
ization, the growth of centralized administration, etc., this now 
seemed possible. State-capitalism could not be expected to break 
down as a result of internal contradictions.66 This did not mean, 
however, that there were no limitations to the system’s develop
ment. Pollock posited a number of natural and non-economic con
straints. These included an adequate supply of raw material, plant 
and labour at all skill levels, struggles within and between the 
country’s elites, and conflicting interests within the ruling class 
inhibiting the creation and execution of a general plan. But for all 
those who had expectations about economic breakdown and/or the 
necessity of socialism, these constraints did not militate against 
the thrust of Pollock’s main conclusion. It was taken seriously by 
Horkheimer and Adorno, and became a contributing factor to 
their post-1940 political pessimism. 

These views were strongly contested by Neumann in Behemoth. 
He rejected Pollock’s conclusion. ‘The present writer does not 
accept this profoundly pessimistic view. He believes that the 
antagonisms of capitalism are operating [even] in Germany on a 
higher and, therefore, a more dangerous level.’67 On Neumann’s 
account the state did not have complete control over the economy. 
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Nor was control ever the objective of the state (in any capitalist soci
ety), or of the Nazi leadership, in particular. Consequently, the 
economy’s highly rigid structure ensured its continued suscepti
bility to severe crisis produced by unevenness in growth, dispro
portionality between sectors and fluctuations in the world market. 
German capitalism had not ceased to exist. Neumann’s position 
did not imply a belief in the inevitable collapse of monopoly 
capitalism. “The flaws and breaks in the system and even the milit
ary defeat of Germany will not lead to an automatic collapse of the 
regime. It can only be overthrown by conscious political action of 
the oppressed masses, which will utilize the breaks in the system.’68 

Although he maintained that ‘there exists objectively a profound 
antagonism between the two classes’ he was quick to add, ‘whether 
and when it will explode we do not know’.69 

The cracks in the system leading to conflict arose, Neumann 
argued, from the antagonism between the magical character of 
propaganda (with its promise of ‘strength through joy’) and the 
labourers’ actual status and experience. Workers live in a world 
which is highly rationalized and depersonalized, and where they* 
are often reduced to being mere adjuncts to the means of produc
tion.70 These conditions pervade working-class life. The gap 
between 

pseudo-socialist ideology and the naked facts of authoritarian monopoly 
capitalism must deepen. The anti-capitalist [and anti-state] propagandas 
contain inner dynamics, which for a time can be halted by various devices 
but which cannot be permanently stopped. . . . [thereby] the regime 
unwittingly furthers genuine socialist trends.71 

The gap between promise and actuality was further highlighted by 
the extensive dislocation and suffering produced by the clashes 
between the shock troops and the masses in industry and in 
the army. National socialism required complete authoritarianism 
for the maintenance of a stable disequilibrium. The contradictions 
of the system were also manifested, with particular acuteness, in 
the relationship between the engineer – by whom Neumann 
understood all technicians, foremen and skilled workers – and the 
requirements of totalitarian monopoly capitalism. ‘The engineer 
exercises the most rational vocation and he knows what beneficent 
powers the productive machinery can wield. Every day sees how 
this machinery becomes an instrument of destruction rather than 
of welfare. The conflict between potentiality and actuality is . . . 
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taking place before his very eyes.’72 These circumstances will 
mould, Neumann contended, the consciousness of the working 
class and, within it, especially the skilled worker. 

He strongly disagreed, moreover, with the concept of state-
capitalism. The very term is a ‘contradictio in adjecto’. Following 
(and quoting) Hilferding, he argued, 

‘The concept of state-capitalism cannot bear analysis from the economic 
point of view. Once the state has become the sole owner of the means of 
production it makes it impossible for a capitalist economy to function, it 
destroys that mechanism which keeps the very processes of economic 
circulation in active existence.’ Such a state is therefore no longer 
capitalistic.73 

Although Pollock recognized that the state was not the sole owner 
of the means of production, his key concept was not, Neumann 
asserted, a useful one. Increased state-ownership, planning, cen
tralization and rationalization were important constituent features 
of the present order. But, like Gurland, Neumann argued that 
these developments were not incompatible with private capitalism, 
and owed their very rapid rate of expansion to capitalist produc
tion itself. The concept of state-capitalism was misleading on two 
accounts – the degree to which capitalism was ‘alive and well, and 
the extent to which there was a state. For Neumann, ‘National 
Socialism is – or [is] tending to become – a non-state, a chaos, a 
rule of lawlessness and anarchy.’74 The state no longer existed in 
any traditional sense. (On this score Kirchheimer was in close 
agreement. He pointed to the inconsistencies and apparent 
incoherence of the legal structure of the Nazi regime despite its 
capacity for smooth functioning technical operations. The ‘state’ 
was born of political compromise – a compromise which reflected 
through all its structures.)75 

Furthermore, there was a basic flaw, Neumann argued, in the 
methodological basis of the works of state-capitalist theorists. 
These theorists spoke in terms of ideal-types, or models, which 
tried to grasp a reality that was as yet unrealized. They admitted 
that Germany still had remnants of markets and price systems, but 
maintained that these were unimportant in light of imminent 
developments. Such an approach, he insisted, was illegitimate: one 
cannot derive, from an analysis of prevailing trends within one 
system, the boundaries of another social order.76 Pollock’s empiri
cal work only pointed to trends within German capitalist develop-
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ment. He had produced insufficient evidence to derive a new sys
tem of ‘politics without economics’.77 

Pollock retorted that to demonstrate the maintenance of the 
legal institution of private property and of markets and prices was 
not to have shown very much. The functions of these institutions, 
he reasserted, had changed radically.78 It was the controlling group 
who decided on the scope and direction of production; the expan
sion of the enterprise had to fit the general plan. 

The disagreements between the two sides were never resolved. 
They were compounded by personal and political differences, and 
by Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s view that Neumann’s Marxism was 
too orthodox and mechanistic.79 But while Horkheimer and 
Adorno clearly sided with Pollock, a detailed reading of some of 
their writings suggests that they had more ambivalent views about 
the future development of capitalism. This is particularly clear in 
Horkheimer’s work. A tension exists, especially in some of his 
most radical writings, between a belief in eventual economic col
lapse and progressive political change, and a more pessimistic 
view. For example, in ‘Die Juden und Europa’ [The Jews in 
Europe] (1939), he maintained that ‘economic collapse is deduc-
ible’, although he did not see it occurring in the near future.80 The 
breakdown of the totalitarian economy is seen as much less likely, 
as is revolution itself. In ‘The authoritarian state’, written in 1940, 
Horkheimer employed many of Pollock’s concepts directly, yet an 
ambivalence in his assessment of capitalist development persisted. 
On the one hand he wrote, ‘state-capitalism is, to be sure, an 
antagonistic, transient phenomenon. The law of its collapse is 
already visible: it is based on the limitation of productivity due to 
the existence of the bureaucracies’.81 The fascist version of state-
capitalism is ‘determined by the same economic tendencies which 
have already destroyed the market system. . . . The eternal system 
of the authoritarian state . . . is no more real than the eternal 
harmony of the market system’.82 The present order, he stated, in 
its totalitarian or democratic guise, cannot endure; changing mat
erial conditions make possible a ‘leap to a classless society’ – the 
possibility of active resistance and revolutionary praxis lives on.83 

On the other hand, these remarks are offset by comments like, ‘for 
every conclusion stemming from the belief that history will follow 
a progressing line . . . there is a counter-argument which is no less 
valid’. The antagonisms today are ‘not only more capable of pro
ducing freedom, but also less capable. Not only freedom, but also 
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future forms of oppression are possible. . . . With state-capitalism 
those in power can strengthen their position even more’.84 In 
Horkheimer’s later works, this tension was resolved in favour of 
these more pessimistic views. 

I think a similar formulation can be found in Adorno’s writings, 
although it is not always so explicit. Though the main principles 
which underpin his view of capitalism are compatible with Pol
lock’s position, a reading of essays like ‘Gesellschaft’ [Society] 
(1966) and ‘Spätkapitalismus oder Industriegesellschaft?’ [Late 
capitalism or industrial society?] (1968) suggest, as will be shown 
later, that while Adorno thought that class conflict and crisis can 
potentially be managed, he did not think they would necessarily be 
managed successfully. 

Further differences between Horkheimer, Adorno and Pollock 
can be pointed to by an examination of their general approaches. 
While Horkheimer and Adorno agreed that fascism arose when 
the overall economic situation required planned organization, they 
sought to locate these developments themselves within a philo
sophy of history developed as a critique of the progressive techni
cal rationalization of everyday life (see Chapter 5 below). 

But despite these disagreements, the analysis of those on both 
sides shared some common ground. All agreed, for instance, that 
in totalitarian and democratic countries there had been a progres
sive rise in the importance of the polity. They all recognized an 
increase in 
central control over individual decision-making; 
bureaucratic deliberation over local initiative; 
planning of resources over the market allocation of resources (that 

is, a shift in the state’s pattern of intervention from market 
complementing to market replacing activity); 

technical considerations of general efficiency and rationality over 
traditional single-minded concern for an individual unit’s 
profitability. 

Ideas and themes such as these are, of course, common in the 
history of social theory. They were often discussed in the 
nineteenth century. But it is in Weber’s work that they were given 
the most prominence. It is not surprising, therefore, to find in the 
writings of many members of the Frankfurt school in the late 
1930s and 1940s frequent references to Weber. Horkheimer and 
Marcuse were particularly concerned to come to terms with 
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Weber’s contributions to social thought.85 It has been said that the 
history of Frankfurt social theory from the 1930s to the 1950s and 
1960s is marked by a shift in theoretical orientation away from 
Marx to Weber. There is some truth in this. There are both con
tinuities and discontinuities. It is worth clarifying a number of 
aspects of Weber’s work and the Frankfurt school’s relation to it. 

Rationalization: the rise of instrumental reason 

Weber’s concept of rationalization is extremely complex. First, it 
refers to the growth in mathematization of ‘experience and know
ledge’: the shaping of all scientific practice according to the model 
of the natural sciences and the extension of (scientific) rationality 
to ‘the conduct of life itself. This in turn must be seen as part of a 
specific feature of the secularization of the modern world which 
Weber often terms the intellectualization and/or the disenchant
ment of the world. Secondly, the secularization of life leads to a 
growth of means-end rationality, whereby there is ‘the 
methodological attainment of a definitely given and practical end 
by the use of an increasingly precise calculation of . . . means’.86 

The expansion of capitalism presides over the transformation of 
social relations to the form which approximates Zweckrationalität. 
Third, there is a growth of rationality in terms of the development 
of ‘ethics that are systematically and unambiguously oriented to 
fixed goals’.87 

The notion of rationalization used by members of the Institute 
mainly encompassed the first two of these aspects. Their analysis 
of the spread of rationalization, which adhered to a number of 
Weber’s major tenets, was most often focused on the extension of 
means-end rationality, or as they most often called it, instrumental 
reason, or subjective reason. Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse, 
for example, agreed with Weber that the emergence of instrumen
tal reason must be traced to ideas and modes of life which existed 
prior to the development of industrial capitalism; the advance of 
instrumental reason led to disenchantment (particularly after the 
Enlightenment) and to the progressive undermining of traditional 
world views; the Reformation and Protestantism were important 
for the formation of conditions necessary for capitalist develop
ment; and capitalism provided a major impetus to the further 
development of instrumental reason.88 They shared Weber’s view 
as to the probability of the continuing expansion of rationalization 
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and bureaucratization. They also shared his pessimism as to the 
dangers and risks involved which Weber called the ‘iron cage’ of a 
highly bureaucratized division of labour. The extension of formal, 
means–end rationality to ‘the conduct of life’ becomes a concern as 
a form of domination: means becoming ends, social rules becom
ing reified objectifications commanding directions. 

But this is where the agreement ends. Weber, on Marcuse’s 
account, acquiesced and capitulated to the rationalized world as it 
appeared. In Weber’s opinion this was a world which also made 
possible the development of social institutions tending toward law 
and justice that would free the arbitration of civil society from 
collective and individual substantive interests – a world regulated 
by technically trained officials that becomes the ‘absolutely ines
capable condition of our existence’. But the conception of rational
ization as a process which is ‘inescapable’, involving inevitable 
expansion, masks, Marcuse wrote, a ‘concept of fate’ which 
‘generalizes the blindness of a society which reproduces itself 
behind the back of individuals, of a society in which the law of 
domination appears as objective technological law’.89 

For the Frankfurt school theorists, the rise of instrumental 
reason, the rationalization of the world, is not per se to blame for 
the ‘chaotic, frightening and evil aspects of technological civiliza
tion’ . Rather, it is the mode in which the process of rationalization 
is itself organized that accounts for the ‘irrationality of this 
rationalization’. In advanced capitalist societies, economic anarchy 
is interwoven with rationalization and technology. It is the organ
ization of production as capitalist production which, as the mem
bers of the Institute wrote in 1956, ‘threatens the spirit and today 
even the material survival of mankind, and not technological prog
ress itself.90 

Some of the arguments employed to sustain this view are 
developed most succinctly by Marcuse in his essay, ‘Some social 
implications of modern technology’ (1941). Horkheimer and 
Adorno developed a parallel position in Dialectic of Enlighten-
ment. Within these works the present order is conceptualized in 
terms of what one might call the ‘rule of equivalence’. This is 
understood in two ways. First, it is explicated within the 
framework of Marx’s analysis of capitalist commodity production – 
which makes ‘the dissimilar comparable’. Second, it is com
prehended by examining the ways in which the ‘rise’ of formal, 
means-end rationality undermines the status of critical, substan-



Critical theory and political economy 67 
tive rationality – the rationality of values, ends and possible 
attitudes towards life. Critical reason and autonomous thinking are 
being eroded as a result of both the ‘bracketing of human beings 
within commodity production’ and ‘the fall of a technological veil’. 
Following Marcuse, the explanation for these developments can be 
summarized as follows.91 

Sixteenth and seventeenth century thought nurtured the princi
ple of individualism, the pursuit of rational self-interest. The 
philosophies which articulated the principle were committed to the 
view that the individual is rational, capable of independent think
ing. The fulfilment of this individuality was held to be dependent 
upon certain social and economic conditions; conditions in which 
the individual would be free to work and think in a setting of his or 
her choice. Free competition in the market and liberalism in the 
polity were thought to be sufficient guarantees of the individual’s 
rights. Over time, however, the course of commodity production 
undermined the economic basis on which freedom of the indi
vidual was built. Competitiveness and the autonomy of the indi
vidual economic subject was revealed as a facade of capitalist 
society. Under the impact of ‘the institutions, devices and organ
izations of industry’, the notion of individual achievement was 
transformed into labour productivity figures. The individual’s per
formance became ‘motivated, guided and measured by standards 
external to him, standards pertaining to predetermined tasks and 
functions’ .92 Conditioned by the necessities and exigencies of capi
tal accumulation, the spheres governed by instrumental reason or, 
as Marcuse called it, technological rationality, expanded, creating 
a common framework of experience for all occupations. Com
pliance and the subordination of thought to pre-given goals and 
standards was now required of ‘all those who wish to survive’. 
Furthermore, as standardized techniques advanced and the laws 
and mechanisms of technological rationality expanded over the 
whole of society, they developed, as Marcuse put it, ‘a set of truth 
values which hold good for the functioning of the apparatus – and 
for that alone’.93 Propositions concerning production, effective 
organization, the rules of the game, business methods, use of sci
ence and technique, are judged true or false according to whether 
or not the ‘means’ to which they refer are suitable or applicable 
(for an end which remains, of course, unquestioned). 

These developments tend to one general pattern: 
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the rationalization and standardization of production and consumption; 
the mechanization of labour; 
the development of mass transportation and communication; 
the extension of training; and 
the dissemination of knowledge about the execution of jobs.94 

All these factors appear to facilitate the ‘exchangeability of func
tion’. But the private organization of technology counteracts this 
trend. Under these circumstances, specialization atomizes the 
masses. The continued extension of divisions within the division of 
labour leads to the fragmentation of tasks. As tasks become 
increasingly mechanized, there are fewer and fewer chances for 
mental and reflective labour. Work experiences are increasingly 
distinctive and set apart from each other. Knowledge of the total 
work process is, as a consequence, hard to come by and rarely 
available, particularly for those on the shop floor. The majority of 
occupations, despite the possibility of a greater exchange of func
tions, tend to become atomized, isolated units, which seem to 
require for their cohesion ‘co-ordination and management from 
above’. With the development of the capitalist division of labour, 
knowledge of the whole work process, control and executive func
tions are ever more absent from daily work situations. Centralized 
control mechanisms and private and public bureaucracies then 
appear as agencies which are necessary for, and guarantee, ‘a 
rational course and order’. 

The private and public bureaucracy thus emerges on an apparently objec
tive and impersonal ground, provided by the rational specialization of 
functions. . . . For, the more the individual functions are divided, fixated 
and synchronized according to objective and impersonal patterns, the less 
reasonable it is for the individual to withdraw or withstand. ‘The material 
fate of the masses becomes increasingly dependent upon the continuous 
and correct functioning of the increasingly bureaucratic order of private 
capitalist organizations.’ The objective and impersonal character of tech
nological rationality bestows upon the bureaucratic groups the universal 
dignity of reason. The rationality embodied in the giant enterprises makes 
it appear as if men, in obeying them, obey the dictum of an objective 
rationality. The private bureaucracy fosters a delusive harmony between 
the special and the common interest. Private power relationships appear 
not only as relationships between objective things but also as the rule of 
rationality itself.95 

As a result, the conditions are created for a decline in the suscepti
bility of society to critical thinking.96 
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The individual has to adapt, follow orders, pull levers and ‘be 
ready to perform ever different things which are ever the same’. 
The term ‘reason’ becomes synonymous with the process of co
ordinating means to given ends, or else it appears as a meaningless 
word. In societies like the present, where instrumental reason is 
dominant, ‘thinking objectifies itself, Horkheimer and Adorno 
wrote, ‘to become an automatic, self-activating process; an imper
sonation of the machine that it produces itself so that ultimately 
the machine can replace it’.97 The values of instrumental reason 
are accorded a privileged status since they are embodied in the 
concept of rationality itself. The confounding of calculatory with 
rational thinking implies that whatever cannot be reduced to num
bers is illusion or metaphysics.98 The dissimilar is recognized and 
evaluated only as a difference in quantity or efficiency. The indi
vidual changes from a ‘unit of resistance and autonomy’ to one of 
‘ductility and adjustment’. But the individual’s lack of freedom is 
not usually experienced as a lack of freedom. It is not experienced 
as the work of some outside hostile force. Rather, liberty is relin
quished to the ‘dictum of reason itself. Subjective reason is pur
sued and put to ‘profitable’ use. 

A number of factors have, however, conjoined to bring about 
the present general impotency of critical thought. The expansion 
of capitalism and technological rationality, while massively 
increasing coercive power, has, at one and the same time, ‘trans
formed numerous modes of external compulsion and authority 
into modes of self-discipline and self-control’. All men and women 
who seek the maintenance of their own lives have to act rationally; 
that is, they have to act ‘according to the standards which insure 
the functioning of the apparatus’.99 This introversion of authority 
reinforces and sustains modes of behaviour that are adaptive, pas
sive and acquiescent. Needless to say, the mechanisms of social 
control are strengthened. 

The decline of critical thought is also furthered by the incorpora
tion of opposition. Opposition has been rendered increasingly 
ineffective because the representatives of the ‘forces of negativity’ 
– although they have not lost the ‘title of opposition’ – have all too 
often become mimics of the dominant apparatus. This has been the 
fate of the labour movement in many countries. Its organiza
tions have all too often been transformed into mass organizations 
and mass parties with a highly bureaucratized leadership struc
ture.100 
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The process of the incorporation of opposition was analysed 
in much greater detail by Kirchheimer in terms of the decline of 
‘issue parties’ and ‘oppositions of principle’. In a number of 
essays published in the 1950s and 1960s, he was particularly con
cerned to show how many former class-oriented Marxist parties in 
Europe were being transformed into ‘catch-all parties’ with a con
comitant dilution of their political concerns.101 This change, he 
found, involves five factors: an interest in short-term political gains 
and a decline in ideological struggle; a strengthening of leader
ship, and of the leadership’s identification with the entire social 
system (leaders speak more and more about the national interest 
and less and less about particular party goals); a decrease in impor
tance of the individual party member; an increase in concern with 
the general voter and a decline in concern with a specific social 
class or denominational clientele; a gain in access to financial 
groups which enhance the party’s chances of access to the media 
etc.102 These changes follow, Kirchheimer argued, from the 
weakening of the antagonism between the possessor and 
executor classes (the latter comprise all those who ‘occupy posi
tions, whether blue collar or white collar, where a job is narrowly 
circumscribed by strict hierarchical subordination and/or restric
tion to a single phase of a larger project’). This itself, he main
tained, was a consequence of the general process of rationaliza
tion, the spread of mass culture and consumer orientations – which 
sustain an illusion of freedom and choice – and the withdrawal of 
citizens into ‘private’ life.103 

Images of society and the prospects of revolutionary change 
Many of the themes discussed above were reiterated by Adorno, 
Horkheimer and Marcuse in their writings from the 1950s 
onwards. During this period only Marcuse produced a lengthy 
analysis of the capitalist economy and of its changing relation to 
the polity. While Adorno and Horkheimer wrote a number of 
essays on this topic, they did not produce detailed studies. 

Unlike many orthodox Marxists who argue that class antagon
isms and crises lead to breakdown and revolutionary transforma
tion, Adorno continued to maintain, in his late writings, that crises 
can potentially be contained and the effects of class conflict man
aged. While the notion of relations of production still demarcates 
relations of domination, constraint and inequity, it reflects, less 
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and less, active, self-conscious relations of struggle. In an essay 
written in 1942, Adorno argued that, at best, the unity of classes 
can be stipulated negatively; that is, their unity is constituted by 
virtue of their formal relation to one another and their respective 
oppositional functions. While in liberal capitalism social classes 
had a certain real, positive unity – they expressed particular inter
ests and objectives – in advanced capitalism no such unity exists.104 

As a result of the continued extension of the division of labour and 
the decline in the role of the market – although political and man
ipulative processes become more visible – ‘the essence of class 
society’ becomes less obvious.105 The experience of class 
diminishes as tasks and knowledge are fragmented. Domination 
becomes ever more impersonal. People become means to the 
fulfilment of purposes which appear to have an existence of their 
own. Increasingly, they become mere functionaries of planned cap
ital accumulation, as society is co-ordinated by powerful organiza
tions and administrations which are ever more self-sufficient but 
oriented single-mindedly towards production. The particular pat
tern of social relations which conditions these processes – the 
capitalist relations of production – is fetishized. Social relations 
become less comprehensible: conflict centres increasingly on mar
ginal issues which do not test the foundation of society. Thus, the 
general dominates the particular – the capitalist mode of produc
tion overwhelms the individual. Men and women are ‘reduced to 
agents and bearers of exchange value’.106 

But behind this process, Adorno constantly emphasized, lies 
‘the domination of men over men. This remains the basic fact’. In 
‘Society’ (1966), he insisted that despite the extraordinary pres
sures on the individual, many of which are outlined in the following 
chapters, class struggle persists. In this essay he stressed – in con
tradistinction to some of his other writings of the 1960s – that ‘in 
the institution of exchange there is created and reproduced that 
antagonism which could at any time bring organized society to 
ultimate catastrophe and destroy it’.107 Adorno noted that the 
most recent empirical sociological investigations reveal that how
ever weak class consciousness is, it nonetheless exists. Further
more, he added, if one brackets class consciousness, the objective 
differences between classes continue to grow. With the increase in 
the concentration of capital there is increasing impoverishment of 
the working class.108 The integration of the masses into society is 
incomplete and the objective basis for change ever larger. 
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Yet in the same essay Adorno also wrote that the 

adaption of men to social relationships and processes which constitutes 
history . . . has left its mark on them such that the very possibility of 
breaking free without terrible instinctual conflicts – even breaking free 
mentally – has come to seem a fable and a distant one. Men have come to 
be – triumph of integration! – identified in their innermost behaviour 
patterns with their fate in modern society.109 

The possibility of transcending the existing order is, he thought 
‘threatened with suffocation’ – for these are not the conditions on 
which revolutions are made. Adorno’s analysis of these 
phenomena sought to expose the particular social basis of seem
ingly anonymous domination. Through his work he hoped to con
tribute to the development of self-consciousness. ‘Such awareness, 
without any preconceptions as to where it might lead, would’, he 
hoped, ‘be the first condition for an ultimate break in society’s 
omnipotence.’110 But it would only be a first condition. What the 
other conditions are, however, he did not say. 

It should be noted that Adorno did not believe he had an ade
quate theory of advanced capitalist society. Because of the grow
ing influence of the polity on economic life, the weakening of the 
market and the massive increase in productive power – the result 
of technical and industrial progress – he regarded Marx’s work, in 
particular the theory of value, the theory of class consciousness, 
and the general theory of capitalist development, as inadequate.111 

Although he drew on aspects of the thought of Marx, Weber and 
Pollock in an attempt to offer an alternative account, he did not 
offer, he readily admitted, a systematic new theory. 

Horkheimer was in a similar position, though the influence of 
Pollock seems more marked on his writings. He continued to 
maintain that today the productive process – a process oriented 
toward profit and growth – ‘serves itself instead of men’.112 He 
stressed, as he had done earlier, that the fault does not lie in 
machines and technique. Like Adorno, he held that while the 
teachings of Marx and Engels ‘are still indispensable for under
standing the dynamics of society’, they can ‘no longer explain the 
domestic development and foreign relations of nations’.113 The 
growth of large-scale technology, the spread of commerce, the 
advance of communication, the expansion of population, the 
struggle between power-blocks all contribute, he argued, to the 
growth of organization and central control. The trends point to ‘a 
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rationalized, automated, totally managed world’.114 Fearful of 
those ‘who control the main economic and political levers of social 
power’ and the past and future perversion of socialism in Eastern 
Europe, Horkheimer saw fewer and fewer reasons for hope, and 
even fewer for radical political change. In an age which tends ‘to 
eliminate every vestige of even a relative autonomy for the indi
vidual’, all that was left was ‘the yearning for the wholly other’ (die 
Sehnsucht nach dem ganz Anderen).115 For Horkheimer, writing in 
1968, the urgent task was ‘ to protect, preserve, and where poss
ible, extend the limited and ephemeral freedom of the individual’. 
For it was here that the hope for the ‘wholly other’ could be 
preserved.116 

Of all the members of the Frankfurt school, Marcuse’s lifelong 
relation to his early work and political ambitions is perhaps the 
most consistent. There are stronger continuities in his political 
thinking than there are in the political thought of Horkheimer and 
Adorno. Marcuse was one of the few who sought to create anew a 
relation between theory and practice in the post-war years. It was 
his direct concern with developing a critique of capitalism and 
with the theory and politics of transition that made him a central 
intellectual figure in the 1960s and early 1970s. His political tract, 
One Dimensional Man, vacillated, on his own account, between 
two contradictory hypotheses: ‘(1) that advanced industrial society 
is capable of containing qualitative change for the foreseeable 
future; (2) that forces and tendencies exist which may break this 
containment and explode the society.’117 In agreement with 
Horkheimer and Adorno, he saw the first tendency as dominant. 
But he sought to explore, particularly in texts like Five Lectures 
and Counterrevolution and Revolt, the second in greater detail 
than the other two men did. 

Marcuse’s analysis began by pointing to a multiplicity of forces 
which are combining to render possible the management and con
trol of the capitalist economy. First, he noted the spectacular 
development of the productive forces – itself the result of the 
growing concentration of capital and financial control, radical 
changes in science and technology, the trend toward mechaniza
tion and automation, increased productivity and rate of surplus 
value, and the progressive transformation of management into 
administration and ever larger private bureaucracies. Second, he 
emphasized the increasing regulation of free competition – a con
sequence of state intervention which both stimulates and supports 
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the economy (through waste expenditure in unproductive invest
ment like armaments, for example), the linking of the nation-
state’s economy to a world-wide network of military and monetary 
alliances and the expansion of public bureaucracy. Third, he 
pointed to changes in social structure – for instance, the gradual 
assimilation of blue-collar and white-collar populations, of busi
ness and labour leaders, in terms of occupational structure and 
consumption patterns. Fourth, he described a curtailment of 
national prerogatives by international events and the permanent 
threat of war  –  created by the cold war, the ‘threat of communism’, 
the enemy ‘within and without’ and the ever present possibility of 
nuclear war.118 In short, Marcuse felt that the prevailing trends in 
society were leading to the establishment of a technical apparatus 
which threatened to engulf public and private existence. 

The system . . . tends towards both total administration and total depen
dence on administration by ruling public and private managements, 
strengthening the pre-established harmony between the interest of the big 
public and private corporations and that of their customers and ser
vants.119 

For the Marcuse of One Dimensional Man, there has been a super
session of capitalist antagonisms by industrial and technological 
rationality. 

Confronted with an ‘effective capitalism’, revolutionary theory 
assumes an abstract character and becomes the concern of 
minorities.120 But there are forces at work, Marcuse believes, 
which serve to counteract this trend. The possibilities for 
revolutionary transformation are not exhausted. The growing pro
ductivity of labour, the continued automation of the means of 
production, and a growing contradiction between the enormous 
productive capacity and social wealth of advanced capitalist (and 
communist) societies and their destructive utilization ensures the 
creation not only of the material prerequisites of freedom but also 
of the conditions for the struggle against domination. The dramatic 
increase in productive forces, with its emphasis on the desirability 
of large-scale consumption, has created the image of a ‘world of 
ease, enjoyment, fulfilment, and comfort’ – expectations and needs 
for a better life, which the established mode of production cannot 
fulfil.121 The gap between promise and delivery grows, as does the 
base of exploitation, the number of people who (in capitalist coun
tries) can potentially experience this gap. Marcuse is convinced 
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that certain objective conditions for revolution exist. These he lists 
as: 

a social wealth sufficient to abolish poverty; the technical know-how to 
develop the available resources systematically toward this goal; a ruling 
class which wastes, arrests, and annihilates the productive forces; the 
growth of anti-capitalist forces in the Third World which reduce the 
reservoir of exploitation; and a vast working class which, separated from 
the control of the means of production, confronts a small, parasitic ruling 
class.122 

But because of the effect of phenomena such as privatization, 
consumption orientations, the mass media and the continued 
domination of instrumental reason, ‘the subjective factor is lagging 
behind’. Revolutionary perspectives are only shared by a relatively 
small number of people. Marcuse detects, however, significant 
changes here too: needs are being created which transcend capital
ism (and for that matter state socialism). The contradictions be
tween that ‘which is and which is possible and ought to be’ pene
trates everyday consciousness. The satisfaction of basic needs cre
ates demands for a range of other needs, from self-determination 
to greater self-realization. Marcuse sees in, for example, the 
spreading of wildcat strikes, factory occupations, absenteeism, the 
demands and attitudes of young workers, genuine expression of 
these needs. He recognizes that there is only a small minority of 
people that articulates these issues in a consistent theoretical 
framework. Nonetheless, the issues are raised – no matter how 
diffusely – and represent a protest against the existing form of 
society. 123 The potential for mass social change exists. 

But the unorganized character of much contemporary protest 
can also support, Marcuse stresses, anti-socialist movements (for 
example various populist and right-wing movements) and can give 
rise to a proto-fascist potential. ‘The only counterforce’, he argues, 

is the development of an effectively organized radical Left, assuming the 
vast task of political education, dispelling the false and mutilated con
sciousness of the people so that they themselves experience their condi
tion, and its abolition, as vital need, and apprehend the ways and means of 
their liberation.124 

An important basis for such a development is located in social 
forces which are, in the first instance, outside the established sys
tem. These include two general groups. First, there are those who 
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remain ‘underprivileged’ in advanced capitalism – those whose 
very basic needs remain unsatisfied (minorities and the poor, for 
instance). Outside the capitalist nation-states the ‘under
privileged’, those struggling for survival, constitute the mass of 
people and the mass basis of national liberation movements. Their 
fight against imperialism and neo-colonialism is one of the most 
important threats to capitalism’s capacity to reproduce itself. Sec
ond, there are some among the privileged ‘whose consciousness 
and instincts, break through or escape social control’ (for ex
ample, students, intellectuals).125 These forces together, Marcuse 
believes, do contribute to the crisis development of the system. 
But they do not constitute an effective revolutionary threat against 
the whole of society. They are catalyst groups; they cannot trans
form society alone. Whether or not they will trigger a crisis that 
eventually radicalizes the mass of working people, who could over
throw the system, is an open question. But it seems, for Marcuse, 
less rather than more of an open question. Given the continuing 
presence of acute contradictions, the main question appears to be 
when. Marcuse does not answer this question and readily admits 
that no straightforward answer to it can be given. 

Marcuse desires a social movement which would refuse to par
ticipate in the reproduction of capitalism. His advocacy of a ‘great 
refusal’ seeks a world that would negate capitalism, reduce over
development in the ‘developed’ countries, and pursue a ‘pacified 
existence’ – a non-instrumental relation between people and be
tween people and nature.126 



3 The culture industry: critical 
theory and aesthetics 

According to most members of the Frankfurt school, the indi
vidual is enmeshed in a world where capital is highly concentrated 
and where the economy and polity are increasingly interlocked; it 
is a verwaltete Welt, a world ‘caught up in administration’. As a 
consequence, the importance of political economy in the critical 
project diminished, for it did not provide a sufficient basis to 
understand the penetration of market and bureaucratic organiza
tions into more and more areas of life. The change in what the 
critical theorists took to be their object of study demanded the 
development of concepts and categories. Increasingly, attention 
was focused on an assessment of the mode in which ideas and 
beliefs are transmitted by ‘popular culture’ – the way in which the 
personal, private realm is undermined by the external (extra-
familial) socialization of the ego and the management and control 
of leisure time.1 As individual consciousness and unconsciousness 
were encroached upon by agencies which organize free time – for 
example the radio, television, film and professional sport indus
tries – the Frankfurt theorists stressed the urgency of developing a 
sociology of ‘mass culture’. 

For Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse, in particular, sociology 
and critique are inseparable: to analyse a work of art, or a particu
lar cultural artefact, is to analyse and assess the way it is inter
preted. This entails an inquiry into its formation and reception. 
Such an inquiry seeks to understand given works in terms of their 
social origins, form, content and function – in terms of the social 
totality. The conditions of labour, production and distribution 
must be examined, for society expresses itself through its cultural 
life and cultural phenomena contain within themselves reference 
to the socio–economic whole. But a sociology of culture cannot 
rest with an analysis of the general relations between types of 
cultural products (for example Western music or, more 
specifically, opera, chamber music, etc.), and social life.2 It must 
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also explore in detail the internal structure of cultural forms (the 
way in which the organization of society is crystallized in cultural 
phenomena) and the mechanisms which determine their reception. 
Generally, a theory of culture should include, on Horkheimer’s and 
Adorno’s account, reference to the processes of production, 
reproduction, distribution, exchange and consumption. Needless 
to say, such a theory was never completed (nor was it ever thought 
that such a theory could be ‘finished’). But a large number of 
contributions was made to the theory of culture and cultural forms. 

Before and during their association with the Institute, Adorno, 
Horkheimer, Marcuse, Lowenthal and Benjamin were all con
cerned with aesthetic theory and the critique of culture.3 An 
emphasis on studies of ‘mass culture’ came, however, in the late 
1930s and 1940s. The emergence of an entertainment industry, 
the growth of the mass media, the blatant manipulation of culture 
by the Nazis and other totalitarian regimes, the shock of immigra
tion to the US, the inevitable discovery of the glamour and glitter 
of the film and record industries: together all made imperative the 
task of assessing the changing patterns of culture. In this chapter I 
intend to focus attention on the critical theorists’ views about these 
changing patterns. I will also try and locate their studies within 
some of their general perspectives on aesthetics and culture. It 
should be stressed, however, that my remarks on their writings in 
this sphere will be of a schematic nature. Adorno and Benjamin 
particularly wrote at length on aesthetics and on artistic and liter
ary form. Almost half of Adorno’s publications were on music. He 
analysed the works of several composers, including Beethoven, 
Mahler, Wagner, Schoenberg, Berg and Stravinski.4 He discussed 
the nature of different types of musical instruments, for example 
the violin and saxophone.5 He also wrote on a number of cultural 
critics, for example Otto Spengler and Thorstein Veblen;6 on liter
ary figures such as Franz Kafka and Beckett;7 on literary critics 
such as Lukács;8 and he published a large volume on aesthetic 
theory.9 Benjamin’s writings are less voluminous but his breadth of 
reference was also extraordinary.10 His essays include discussions 
of Baudelaire, Brecht, Kafka, Nikolai Leskov and Proust.11 His 
books include two major volumes on German literature, two 
books of general reflections presented as short essays and aphor
isms12 and a great number of reviews, commentaries and critical 
essays.13 To assess properly the contributions of either of these 
writers is beyond the scope of this work.14 
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The works I have listed, however, exclude some of their more 

general studies on the development of cultural forms in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It is these that this chapter 
seeks to concentrate upon. Even here the range of material they 
covered is impressive. It includes Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s 
major assessment of the ‘culture industry’ in Dialectic of Enlighten
ment,15 which Adorno thought of as the basis of the two writers’ 
‘common philosophy’. (He also regarded his major work on mod
ern music as an ‘extended appendix’ to this text.)16 The range of 
relevant writings also embraces a number of articles by Adorno on 
‘high’, ‘avant-garde’ and popular culture; a most important essay 
by Benjamin investigating ‘The work of art in the age of mechani
cal reproduction’;17 essays by Horkheimer on mass culture;18 

studies by Lowenthal on the history of literature and popular liter
ary materials;19 and, of course, Marcuse’s work on the character of 
art and particular cultural phenomena (for instance painting, street 
theatre and rock). If the subject matter covered suggests diversity, 
so do the techniques of inquiry employed. Adorno and Lowenthal, 
for instance, often utilized content analysis and carried out 
detailed investigations into the structure of particular cultural pro
ducts. Horkheimer’s approach, like Marcuse’s, was more exclu
sively philosophical and theoretical. Benjamin’s approach was 
unique. He utilized many different styles of writing and drew upon 
many different modes of thinking (from the Cabbala to Marx and 
various schools of Marxism). Benjamin often dissented from the 
opinions expressed by the other Frankfurt theorists. When general 
statements are made below about a Frankfurt school position I will 
be referring to the works of the other four writers. The sections on 
Benjamin later in the chapter highlight why it is necessary to treat 
his work separately; they are offered here by way of a contrast – 
essentially, as a point from which the particularity of the other four 
men’s writings can be appreciated. 

The concepts of culture and art 
Unlike many orthodox Marxists who relegated culture to the 
superstructure of society and derived an analysis of the form and 
content of the superstructure from the ‘base’, the Frankfurt theor
ists insisted that cultural phenomena could not be analysed within 
the simple base-superstructure model.20 They also insisted on the 
inadmissibility of treating culture in the manner of conventional 
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cultural criticism, in isolation from its position in the social totality. 
Any conception of culture which saw it as an independent realm 
apart from society was to be rejected. Culture could not be under
stood, as Adorno put it, ‘in terms of itself. To suppose ‘anything 
like an independent logic of culture’, he added, ‘is to collaborate in 
the hypostatis of culture, the ideological proton pseudos’.21 In fact, 
the notion of culture employed by Horkheimer and the others was 
closer to Freud’s than to classical Marxist and non-Marxist under
standings of the term.22 For Horkheimer et al. culture emerges 
from the organizational basis of society as the bundle of ideas, 
mores, norms and artistic expressions – the heritage and practices 
of intelligence and art.23 Within these broad terms of rererence, 
Marcuse, while discussing bourgeois culture, makes the useful 
further analytic distinction between the spheres of material culture 
and intellectual (artistic, ‘higher’ ) culture. Material culture com
prises ‘the actual patterns of behaviour in “earning a living”, the 
system of operational values’, and includes the social, psychologi
cal and moral dimensions of family life, leisure time, education and 
work. Intellectual culture refers to ‘the “higher values”, science and 
the “humanities”, art, religion’.24 Although several more distinc
tions will be introduced throughout the chapter, it should be noted 
that it is easier to discern the notions of culture Frankfurt writers 
rejected than the ones they accepted. Their own general concept 
of culture remains underdeveloped. As a consequence I shall em
ploy Marcuse’s distinction throughout the chapter as a shorthand 
for delineating different realms of cultural phenomena (though it 
should be remembered that this is not necessarily a distinction 
each writer would have accepted). 

Institute members were, however, agreed that the products of 
intellectual, artistic culture could be regarded as neither simply the 
reflection of specific class interests nor the output of a wholly 
autonomous sphere. They were intent on exploring the modes in 
which cultural phenomena interacted with, and sometimes deter
mined, other social dimensions. Furthermore, they sought to 
examine in particular detail the fate of ‘art’, understood in the 
broadest possible sense, in the contemporary era. For them, art 
was to be interpreted as ‘a code language for processes taking 
place in society’.25 Yet, because of its form, as I explain below, it 
was often thought to be ‘relatively autonomous’. Art was unavoid
ably enmeshed in reality. And just as this reality contained 
objective contradictions, so art was caught up in and expressed 
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contradictions. But a contrast was frequently drawn between those 
works which resist assimilation to existing modes of production 
and exchange and those which do not. In many ‘genuine’ works of 
art, they believed, there are both moments of affirmation and 
negation.26 In these works society both confirmed itself and main
tained a critical image. As Adorno wrote, ‘culture, in the true 
sense, did not simply accommodate itself to human beings; but it 
always simultaneously raised a protest against petrified relations 
under which they lived’.27 Artistic culture represents the ‘perennial 
protest’ of the ‘particular against the universal’, as long as the 
latter remains unreconciled to the former.28 The aesthetic may 
contain a moment of transcendence or it may be integrated into 
existing conditions of domination. 

Affirmation and negation in ‘autonomous’ art 
The meaning and function of art changes historically. But there is a 
certain unity that underpins authentic or, as Adorno most often 
put it, autonomous art. The great artists of the bourgeois era, as 
well as those of the Christian Middle Ages and the Renaissance, 
had the capacity to transform a particular, individual experience, 
through the language of music, painting or words, into a universal 
statement. The work of art has a structure with a signifying func
tion. It presents, or rather represents, the particular in such a way 
as to illuminate its meaning. Through its form or style (Hork-
heimer, Adorno and Marcuse), or aura and new technique (Ben
jamin), art can create images of beauty and order or contradiction 
and dissonance – an aesthetic realm which at once leaves and high
lights reality. Art’s object world is derived from the established 
order, but it portrays this order in a non-conventional manner. 
‘Sensibility, imagination and understanding’ give ‘new sounds, 
images and words to the taken-for-granted’. The structure of art 
forms enacts an alternative vision. As such art has a cognitive and 
subversive character. Although this character was analysed differ
ently by various Institute members, there was general agreement 
that the ‘partisan’, emancipatory effects of art are generated by its 
rejection of the dominant forms of world order; that is, through its 
very mode of expression it ‘opens the established reality’ and 
‘negates reified consciousness’. Art has the capacity to transcend 
its class origins, while preserving certain conventional images of 
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reality. It has multiple layers of meaning and the ability to embody 
and promote truth. 

For Horkheimer and Adorno in Dialectic of Enlightenment the 
elements in an artistic product which enable it to transcend reality 
are found in those features which ensure ‘non-identity thinking’ – 
the truth-promoting function of art lies in its capacity to under
mine the doubtful unity of concept (Begriff) and object, idea and 
material world. (The notion of non-identity thinking is elaborated 
on page 215.) Bourgeois art strives for identity – an identity be
tween its image of the real and the existent. It presents itself as 
social reality. For example, some of Beethoven’s music, according 
to Adorno, expresses reconciliation between the subjective and 
objective, between part and whole. It represents the idea of an 
integrated community, the promise of the French revolution. The 
individual part, the note or phrase, exists as a separate entity, but 
each part is only fully meaningful in the context of the whole, 
namely in the structure of the sonata or symphony. Beethoven’s 
music is faithful to his period, to the awakening consciousness of 
individualistic society. But the image it presents contradicts 
bourgeois reality: ‘ i t transfigures the existing conditions, present
ing them in the . . . moment of the musical performance as though 
the community of human beings were already realized’.29 The 
promise held out by such a work of art is, as Adorno and Hork
heimer wrote, ‘that it will create truth by lending new shape to 
conventional forms’.30 The promise is both necessary and hypocrit
ical. It is necessary, first, because of its social origins. The patrons 
of art, whether aristocrats or wealthy buyers in the market, 
demand new forms to lend dignity and fresh (often conformist) 
images to the world around them. More important, it is necessary 
because in its very commitment to style, art ‘hardens itself against 
the ‘chaotic expression’ of the existing order and presents indi
vidual experiences in new, and truly general, forms. In the enact
ment of art, objective trends are played through. The promise, 
however, is also hypocritical: ‘the claim of art is always ideology 
too’. Art legitimates prevailing patterns of life by suggesting that 
‘fulfilment lies in their aesthetic derivatives’.31 Nonetheless, in its 
very failure to establish identity, art preserves – unlike many forms 
of conventional expression – a critical perspective. The truth-value 
of art lies in its capacity to sustain a discrepancy between its pro
jected images (concepts) of nature and humankind, and its objects’ 
actuality. 
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In his own writings Adorno always insisted that art loses its 
significance if it tries to create specific political or didactic effects; 
art should compel rather than demand a change in attitude.32 

Hence he was critical of Brecht’s emphasis on the ‘primacy of 
lesson over . . . form’. In so far as art has a true social function it is 
its ‘functionlessness’.33 Art is most critical, in the contemporary 
epoch, when it is autonomous; that is, when it negates the empiri
cal reality from which it originates. Autonomous works of art dis
mantle appearances; they ‘explode from within that which com
mitted proclamation subjugates from without’.34 Social criticism 
flows from a work’s form – not its content. Committed work, such 
as Brecht’s, risks assimilating itself with the existent reality35 – in 
order to be fully comprehended, it must speak in the language of 
that order.36 For Adorno, ‘every commitment to the world must be 
abandoned to satisfy the ideal of the committed work’.37 Art ‘must 
intervene actively in consciousness through its own forms and not 
take instructions from the passive, one-sided position of the con
sciousness of the user – including the proletariat’. Adorno’s 
emphasis on form, however, should not be mistaken for a simple 
insistence on the primacy of style and technique. Rather, form 
refers to the whole ‘internal organization’ of art – to the capacity 
of art to restructure conventional patterns of meaning. Under the 
present conditions of society, the most ‘genuine’ forms of art are 
those that resist pressure, created by the ‘rule of equivalence’, to 
identity thinking. The ‘truth content’ of art derives from its ability 
to reformulate existent relations between subjectivity and objec
tivity, and to maintain non-identity. ‘Closed aesthetic images’, on 
Adorno’s account, preserve a gap between subject and object, 
individual and society. They make no compromise with a society 
increasingly dominated by modes of ‘thought that collapse into 
subjectivism (the false view that the subjects’ concepts produce the 
world) or objectivism (the false view that the world is a realm of 
pure objects given independently of the subject).38 They also chal
lenge, in their very structure, a world of purely pragmatic affairs. 

Authentic works of art . . . have always stood in relation to the actual 
life-process of society from which they distinguished themselves. Their 
very rejection of the guilt of a life which blindly and callously reproduces 
itself, their insistence on independence and autonomy, on separation from 
the prevailing realm of purposes, implies, at least as an unconscious ele
ment, the promise of a condition in which freedom were realised.39 
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The truth-value of art resides in its capacity to create awareness of, 
and thematize, social contradictions and antinomies.40 ‘A success
ful work . . . is not one which resolves objective contradictions in a 
spurious harmony, but one which expresses the idea of harmony 
negatively by embodying the contradictions, pure and uncom-
promised, in its innermost structure.’41 As such, art is less and 
more than praxis. It is less because it retreats in the face of practi
cal tasks which need to be accomplished (perhaps even hindering 
them). It is more for ‘turning its back even on praxis, it denounces 
at the same time the limited untruth [die bornierte Unwahrheit] of 
the practical world. For so long as the practical rearrangement of 
the world has not yet succeeded, praxis can have no direct cogniz
ance of that fact’ 42 

Horkheimer argued, as did Adorno, that art only became fully 
autonomous when it was separated from the pre-capitalist patron
age system which ensured its restricted religious and/or private 
usage.43 Horkheimer’s emphasis on the critical character of art is, 
however, somewhat different from Adorno’s. Horkheimer main
tained that classical bourgeois art ‘preserved the Utopia that 
evaporated from religion’.44 Through art one can conceive a world 
different from life dominated by commodity production. The 
beautiful and often harmonious images it projected promised a 
Utopia – a vision of an ideal life – that could motivate thought and 
a critique of reality. Art provided a medium for critical thinking by 
upholding images of life which contradicted the existent. But art’s 
affirmative vision inevitably assumed an ‘escapist character’. Men 
and women ‘had fled into a private conceptual world’ and arranged 
their thoughts in anticipation of a time in which the aesthetic could 
be systematically incorporated into reality.45 Art anticipates the 
good life. It preserves an ideal in danger of being forgotten. But 
this is all it can do. To the extent that it suggests Utopia can be 
realized in the aesthetic realm, or that its images are the avenue to 
an ideal community, it is idealist and false. Bourgeois art often 
advances one of these ideas.46 

Marcuse’s work examines some of these notions in greater 
detail. On his account, bourgeois culture led in the course of its 
development to the establishment of a ‘mental and spiritual world 
as an independent realm of value’; a realm of ‘authentic values and 
self-contained ends’ claiming autonomy and superiority from civil
ization (material culture). The essential characteristic of this 
world, which Marcuse called ‘affirmative culture’, is 
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the assertion of a universally obligatory, eternally better and more valu
able world that must be unconditionally affirmed: a world essentially dif
ferent from the factual world of the daily struggle for existence, yet realiz
able by every individual for himself ‘from within’, without any transforma
tion of the state of fact.47 

Bourgeois artistic culture serves both to project unrealized pos
sibilities and maintain ‘harmonizing illusions’. It stands as a record 
of the revolutionary aspirations of the bourgeoisie – with its 
demands for new social freedoms commensurate with the univer
sality of human reason – and of the failure of these aspirations to 
be realized in practice. Bourgeois dreams remain ideals; ideals 
relegated, in seeming acknowledgement of the reality of commod
ity production, to the ‘ inner world’ of humanity. In this ‘ inner 
world’ the individual is exalted and ennobled. ‘Freedom, goodness 
and beauty become spiritual qualities.’ Culture speaks of the dig
nity of humans and preserves beauty for the soul.48 

The idealism embodied in bourgeois artistic culture is not simply 
ideology; for it contains remembrance of what might have been 
and what could be. While ‘idealism surrenders the earth to 
bourgeois society’, it preserves, Marcuse contends, the historical 
demand for general liberation. ‘The culture of souls absorbed in a 
false form those forces and wants which could find no place in 
everyday life.’49 It is not that art represents in any clear fashion an 
ideal reality, but that it presents the existent as a beautiful reality. 
For Marcuse beauty is ‘une promesse de bonheur’. For what is 
beautiful is first and foremost sensuous. Its sensuousness occupies 
a position ‘halfway between sublimated and unsublimated objec
tives’ . Beauty is representative of both the pleasurable – the realm 
of immediate gratification and desire (objects of unsublimated 
drives) – and the forces of fine arrangement and order.50 Its mean
ing converges with the notion of ‘aesthetic form’. Through aes
thetic form (the style and qualities of a work) aspects of the human 
condition are revealed. In ‘music, verse and image’ an object world 
is created which is derived from and yet is other than the existing 
one.51 This transformation does not, Marcuse argues, ‘do violence 
to the objects (man and things) – it rather speaks for them, gives 
word and tone and image to that which is silent, distorted, sup
pressed in the established reality’.52 The ‘subversive truth of art’ 
resides in its capacity to create a world which has no actuality. 

In this universe, every word, every colour, every sound is ‘new’, different – 
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breaking the familiar context of perception and understanding . . . in 
which men and nature are enclosed. By becoming components of the 
aesthetic form, words, sounds, shapes and colours are insulated against 
their familiar, ordinary use and function; thus they are freed for a new 
dimension of existence. This is the achievement of style. . . . The style, 
embodiment of the aesthetic form, in subjecting reality to another order, 
subjects it to the ‘laws of beauty’.53 

To be sure, cruelty, ugliness and pain are not thereby cancelled. 
But they are cast in a different framework. The horror portrayed 
by, for example, Goya’s etchings, ‘remains horror’, but it is also 
eternalized as ‘ the horror of horror’.54 

The artistic transformation of objects aids insight into the condi
tions under which objects exist. For art, through the power of 
negation, releases the object from its contingent surroundings.55 

Images are created which are unreconcilable with the established 
‘reality principle’. Following Hegel, Marcuse maintains that 
through art, objects take on the form and quality of freedom. 
Aesthetic transformation releases objects from constraints that 
prevent their free realization.56 As such art, and artistic culture 
generally, is on the side of the forces which dissociate themselves 
from contemporary material culture. Artistic culture ‘withdraws 
and rejects’ the ‘ rule of equivalence’, the world of commodities 
and the domination of instrumental reason.57 

The world which art creates, however, remains, despite its 
objective content and truth, an illusion (Schein). But the images 
which art projects are not straightforward illusions. For art is itself 
alienated from an alienated social order. Artistic alienation, as 
Marcuse put it, ‘is the conscious transcendence of . . . alienated 
existence – “h igher level” or mediated alienation’.58 It is only 
through illusion that art opens the established reality to alternative 
visions and possibilities: it is in this transfiguration that art trans
cends its class origins and content.59 Art must, therefore, ‘remain 
alienation’. Marcuse appears to support Adorno’s view that art can 
only preserve its subversive character by remaining autonomous, 
although he does stress, more than Adorno did, the direct power 
of art as negation. Art must obey its own laws and maintain its 
freedom. In so doing it unites, on Marcuse’s account, with all those 
forces engaged in the critique of ideology and with the revolu
tionary goal of ‘changing the world’. But it ‘cannot represent the 
revolution, it can only invoke it in another medium’.60 

Benjamin’s views on the development of art were often at odds 
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with those of other members of the Institute.61 His analysis of 
‘autonomous’ art in terms of its possession of ‘aura’, exemplifies 
some of these differences. Tracing the beginning of artistic produc
tion to ceremonial objects designed to serve in a cult, Benjamin 
argued that what mattered then was art’s ‘existence’, not its ‘being 
on view’.62 Embedded in ritual and tradition, these works had an 
‘aura’; that is, a ‘unique phenomenon of a distance however close 
it may be’ conditioned by a magical authority and authenticity. 
‘The authenticity of a thing is the essence of all that is transmissible 
from its beginning, ranging from its substantive duration to its 
testimony to the history which it has experienced.’63 With the sep
aration of art from ritual, art became more and more a product for 
exhibition and inspection. It gained a ‘semblance of autonomy’.64 

But as long as artists produced works with a ‘unique existence’, 
aura was preserved; art objects remained embedded in tradition. 
The age of mechanical reproduction, the age of photography, 
cinema and other mass cultural apparatuses, detached artistic 
artefacts from the domain of custom.65 Through the substitution of 
a ‘plurality of copies for a unique existence’, enabling the ‘be
holder or listener’ to apperceive the work in private, aura and 
tradition were shattered. Art’s appearance of autonomy disap
peared. A sense of art’s images and objects as unique and perma
nent was replaced by a feeling of their ‘transitoriness and repro
ducibility’. This shift in perception reflects, for Benjamin, an 
important change in the masses’ actual and potential conscious
ness. An understanding of the ‘universal equality of things’ is 
increased as the authority of fixed or set perceptions, reified 
notions of historical continuity, is exploded. The function of art 
radically alters. ‘The instant the criterion of authenticity ceases to 
be applicable to artistic production, the total function of art is 
reversed. Instead of being based on ritual, it begins to be based on 
another practice – politics.’66 

Benjamin’s assessment of this situation was not without 
ambivalence. The end of auratic art (like the threatened end of 
autonomous art for other members of the Institute), was greeted 
with ‘a sense of loss’.67 On the other hand, for Benjamin, ‘the 
decay of aura’ was related to the growing desire of the masses ‘to 
bring things “closer” spatially and humanly’ and to control the 
reproduction of objects.68 The age of mechanical reproduction 
ushered in new techniques and technologies which offered possib
ilities for progressive political change. ‘To an ever greater degree’, 
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he believed, ‘the work of art reproduced becomes the work of art 
designed for reproducibility’. Following Brecht’s lead, Benjamin 
pointed to film as a medium, the production and reception of 
which could coincide with revolutionary objectives. He was well 
aware that the film industry, conditioned by the requirements of 
capital accumulation, could promote ‘the spell of the personality’, 
‘the phony spell of a commodity’. But film, through its technical 
structure, could produce ‘shock effects’ and burst everyday per
ceptions of the world, leading to a ‘heightened presence of mind’.69 

Furthermore, Benjamin stressed that film provided new forms of 
collective experience. 
Mechanical reproduction of art changes the reaction of the masses toward 
art. The reactionary attitude toward a Picasso painting changes into the 
progressive reaction toward a Chaplin movie. The progressive reaction is 
characterized by the direct, intimate fusion of visual and emotional 
enjoyment with the orientation of the expert . . . .With regard to the 
screen the critical and the receptive attitudes of the public coincide.70 

The new mode of perception offered by film and similar media 
can turn art toward the interest of the masses and contribute to 
their mobilization.71 

The other members of the Institute were not as optimistic as 
Benjamin about the effects of new techniques and cultural media. 
Adorno, for instance, argued that collective experiences in the 
cinema were ‘anything but good and revolutionary’. The laughter 
of an audience reminded him of some of the ‘worst aspects of 
bourgeois sadism’. He also accused Benjamin of ‘the anarchistic 
romanticism of blind confidence in the spontaneous power of the 
proletariat’.72 It was much too simple to think that mechanical 
reproduction would bring about dramatic changes in perception 
and consciousness. For Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse and Low-
enthal, the new techniques of cultural production and reception 
had to be understood in the context of the decline of autonomous 
art and the rise of what Horkheimer and Adorno called the ‘cul
ture industry’. For them, the new products of ‘mass culture’ served 
to enhance political control and to ‘cement’ mass audiences to the 
status quo. In the contemporary world, the moments of affirmation 
and criticism contained in ‘autonomous art’ are being split apart. 
In an epoch in which the individual has ‘lost his power to con
ceive a world different from that in which he lives’, negation only 
survives in works of art which, as Horkheimer commented, 
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‘uncompromisingly express the gulf between the monadic indi
vidual and his barbarous surroundings – prose like Joyce’s and 
paintings like Picasso’s Guernica’.73 These works are becoming 
rarer and cannot be found in ‘mass culture’. Lowenthal shared this 
view.74 On Adorno’s account, most art and music in the twentieth 
century has become ‘functional’ for a world of commodity produc
tion (or socialist bureaucratic elitism). It is manufactured for its 
‘selling chances’ and offers little more than entertainment and 
distraction. Autonomous and critical art still survives in works 
which consciously or unconciously reject and react against market 
requirements and which abandon nineteenth-century naturalism, 
realism and romanticism. Artistic truth is still conserved by works 
which express the dissonant character of modern life. Adorno 
emphasized that Schoenberg’s early works, his atonal music, are 
an important example of this genre. Works like this are ‘relent
lessly negative’.75 But they are perhaps too negative. The mode in 
which the critical function is sustained is remote from general 
popular taste and, as a result, its effectivity is severely reduced. 
The negative function of art is, he thought, increasingly on the 
decline. Marcuse was of a similar opinion. Advanced monopoly 
capitalism is incompatible with the progressive aspects of affirma
tive culture. Artistic alienation is continually threatened and tends 
to disappear (with many other forms of negation) in the process of 
technological expansion and capital accumulation.76 The gap be
tween art and reality, so important for the transcendent qualities of 
art, is closing in ever more realms of artistic culture. 

A number of questions arise at this point. How and why have 
these changes occurred? In what ways has art’s style, or form, or 
aura, been modified by the development of, and developments in, 
‘mass culture’? What meaning do these changes have? 

The rise of mass culture and the culture industry 

Irrespective of whether they characterized contemporary society 
as state-capitalism or monopoly capitalism, the Institute’s mem
bers thought that developments had taken place which created the 
conditions for the commodification of major sectors of artistic cul
ture.77 In their discussion of ‘mass culture’, the Frankfurt theorists 
agreed on a number of basic axioms. They maintained that: 

1 the more severe the difficulties of reproduction encountered by 
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contemporary society – they are great, indeed – the stronger 
becomes the general tendency to sustain the existent’ by all means 
available’; 

2 the protagonists of the present distribution of power and prop
erty, harnessing the endogenous forces which centralize owner-
ship and control, employ economic, political and cultural means to 
defend the status quo. As a result, most areas of cultural life 
become co-opted and transformed into modes of controlling 
individual consciousness. Simultaneously, culture becomes an 
‘industry’. The profit motive is transferred on to cultural forms; 
more and more artistic products are turned into a ‘species of 
commodity . . . marketable and interchangeable like an industrial 
product’;78 

3 ever since artists sold their (life and) work to make a living, art 
possessed aspects of this form. But trade in art did not prevent’ the 
pursuit of the inherent logic of each work’ – art was also a 
commodity. Today ‘cultural entities. . . are commodities through 
and through’ .79 The process is exacerbated by increased interlock
ing between different economic spheres and by the dependence of 
‘cultural monopolies’ on industrial and finance capital. Advertis
ing and banking lay down new aesthetic standards. Even where 
the culture industry does not directly produce for profit its pro
ducts are determined by this new aesthetic. The economic neces
sity for a quick and high rate of return on investment demands the 
production of attractive packages designed either to sell directly 
or to create an atmosphere for selling – a feeling of insecurity, or 
want and need. The culture industry either has to sell particular 
objects or it ‘turns into public relations, the manufacturing of 
“good will” per se.’80 

What is the culture industry? 
The expression ‘culture industry’ was used, and used for the first 

time, by Horkheimer and Adorno in Dialectic of Enlightenment.81 

The term’s early usage was ambiguous but its meaning was subse
quently clarified by Adorno in an essay published in 1967.82 The 
ideas suggested by the notion are compatible with Marcuse’s 
views. The term ‘culture industry’ replaced the concept of mass 
culture which Horkheimer and Adorno had employed in drafts of 
the Dialectic. They felt it was necessary to dispense with the con
cept of mass, or popular, culture because, as Adorno put it, ‘we 
wished to exclude from the outset the interpretation agreeable to 
its advocates: that it is a matter of something like a culture that 
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arises spontaneously from the masses themselves’.83 Such notions 
are false.84 Culture today is not the product of genuine demands; 
rather, it is the result of demands which are ‘evoked and manipu
lated’.85 However, they occasionally continued to use the term 
‘mass culture’, but always then with the connotation of ‘culture 
industry’. 

The phrase ‘culture industry’, Adorno emphasized, ‘is not to be 
taken literally’. In the main, the sectors of production of the cul
tural media do not resemble conventional patterns of industrial 
production. With some notable exceptions, such as the film indus
try, individual forms of production (namely, creation and composi
tion) are maintained. The term, therefore, does not refer to pro
duction in itself but to the ‘standardization’, the ‘pseudo-
individualization’ (marginal differentiation) of cultural entities 
themselves – the ‘Crimie’, the Western – and to the rationalization 
of promotion and distribution techniques.86 The development of 
the culture industry undermines the intelligibility and validity of 
autonomous art as the distance between classical and standard 
advertising aesthetics grows. The seriousness and the challenge of 
autonomous art is further weakened through incessant ‘specula
tion about its efficacy’. The meaning of local and folk culture is 
also often destroyed, because pride and rebelliousness embedded 
within it are taken out of context, repeated in special programmes, 
and often integrated into the latest fashions. Its songs and 
melodies are recorded; released as discs, they might enter the 
charts as another new sound – but the sense and feeling they 
convey radically alter. Most types of folk music, Marcuse notes, 
are now heard as performances where they once were lived. The 
‘crying and shouting, the jumping and playing’ of black music, for 
example, now takes place ‘in an artificial, organized space’. It is 
directed to an audience, whether it is in an auditorium or a semi
detached.87 The culture industry produces for mass consumption 
and significantly contributes to the determination of that consump
tion. For people are now being treated as objects, machines, ‘out
side as well as inside of the workshop’.88 The consumer, as the 
producer, has no sovereignty. The culture industry, integrated into 
capitalism, in turn integrates consumers from above. Its goal is the 
production of goods that are profitable and consumable. It oper
ates to ensure its own reproduction. The cultural forms it 
propagates must, therefore, be compatible with this aim. The ‘pop
ular culture’ it claims to produce masks special interests. But the 
ideological effects of the culture industry need not be the result of 
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conscious decision or manipulation (although they sometimes 
are).89 As a result of the exchange of cultural artefacts, fetishism is 
reinforced as ideology, more generally, is sustained. The modes in 
which this occurs are analysed by Institute members in a number 
of different ways. 

The produce of the culture industry: advertising aesthetics 
In the classical epoch of bourgeois art a contradiction existed, the 
Frankfurt theorists claimed, between the human resources and 
techniques employed in the formation/composition of a work and 
the organization and processes of social and economic life which 
served as the conditions for the creation of that work and, more 
generally, of exchange value. The contradiction between the forces 
and relations of production manifested itself in the cultural sphere. 
The production of autonomous art, according to standards which 
derive from the laws of form and artistic technique, contradicted 
audiences’ expectations and, in particular, their ‘norms of thought’ 
or ‘standards of intelligibility’ (Adorno). The exchange of cultural 
products led to familiar difficulties of comprehension. The mean
ing of artistic production remained obscure. But the persistence of 
a contradiction between autonomous artistic composition and the 
prevailing level of consciousness always meant that art might con
tribute to a crisis of values and attitudes. While genuine (auton
omous) art is still created today, the bulk of cultural production 
serves to mitigate a crisis of this kind. The culture industry gears 
itself almost entirely to the development of cultural forms which 
are compatible with the preservation of capitalism. The effects of 
capitalist contradictions on consciousness, Horkheimer and 
Adorno suggest, can be managed. 

The essay on the ‘culture industry’ in Dialectic of Enlightenment 
summarizes some of the major themes of Horkheimer’s and 
Adorno’s separate and joint reflections on the nature of mass cul
ture. Their views expressed in this text by no means exhaust their 
work on the topic. This is especially true of Adorno. In expound
ing their views I will draw on a number of their individual writings 
where I think these clarify and develop ideas contained in the 
Dialectic, Their central concern is to show how the products of the 
culture industry fall short of claims made on their behalf even by 
the ‘industry’ itself. Without regard for the integrity of art, the 
culture industry leads to the ‘predominance of the effect’. Deriving 
its life and form from extra-artistic technique (techniques of 
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mechanical reproduction), it creates diversions, distractions, 
amusements – entertainment. Whereas once art had sought to 
fulfil the idealist dictum – ‘purposiveness without purpose’ (Kant) 
– it was now bound by purposes set by the market – ‘purposeless-
ness for purposes’. 

The fate of culture is a ‘symptom’ of tendencies in society as well 
as of institutionalized wants and typical trends in individual iden
tity formation. The desire for distraction reflects needs to escape 
from the responsibilities and drudgery of everyday life. The lack of 
meaning and control people experience registers accurately a truth 
about their lives – they are not masters of their own destiny. They 
are ‘caught’ within the present mode of production, with its 
rationalized and mechanized labour process and all its hierarchies. 
The pattern of recurring crises of the mode of production, its 
continuous expansions, recessions and depressions, engenders 
strains, fears and anxieties about one’s capacity to earn a living, 
employment prospects, the security of family life, health, old age, 
etc. Capitalism creates conditions of dependence on the powerful, 
who can give or withhold things greatly wanted. It also creates 
dependency needs.90 Situations continually arise in which people 
cannot cope. They are often beset by ego weakness and narcissistic 
defenses which aid them to compensate for their feelings of inade
quacy and inferiority. More often than not these feelings are 
expressions of objective conditions in reality; that is, a reality that 
is inadequate and quite inferior when measured against its prom
ise. ‘Personal problems’ are frequently internalized ‘public issues’ 
(C. W. Mills). But in the face of the system’s pressures many 
individuals seek to ‘hide’.91 One can ‘take flight’ and escape into 
the world of entertainment. It offers fun, relaxation and relief from 
demands and effort. Temporarily, boredom can also be overcome 
without labour and concentration (both of which are necessary for 
the enjoyment of autonomous art).92 Irrational susceptibilities and 
neurotic symptoms, ever present within most human beings, are 
open, as a consequence, to exploitation by the mass media. The 
‘natural’ corollary of capitalist industrial production is the cul
ture industry. 

The attempt to escape both tedium and concentrated effort is, 
however, contradictory.93 New experiences cannot be won through 
resignation to managed leisure time. Only thought and effort can 
lead one out of a life of ennui and exhaustion; for the media 
through which escape is sought reinforce the very psychological 
attitudes to which we are accustomed. As Adorno wrote, ‘ the 
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modern mass media tend particularly to fortify reaction formations 
[reaction formations utilize the energy of a repressed wish to con
stitute a habit and/or set of attitudes in reaction against it] and 
defenses concomitant with actual social dependence’.94 Its mes
sages appear to offer escape; they suggest pleasure, spontaneity 
and ‘something metaphysically meaningful’.95 In fact, their form 
duplicates an ‘opaque and reified’ world. They do not shatter exist
ing images of reality – they reproduce them. The culture industry 
stands for adjustment to existing social organizations. Under its 
auspices ‘free-time’ experiences all too often serve to sustain 
capacities for wage labour. How does this situation come about? 
How are the ‘effects’ of the culture industry achieved? 

The main characteristics of the culture industry reflect the 
difficult problems it faces. It must at once both sustain interest and 
ensure that the attention it attracts is insufficient to bring its pro
duce into disrepute. Thus, commercial entertainment aims at an 
attentive but passive, relaxed and uncritical reception, which it 
induces through the production of ‘patterned and pre-digested’ 
cultural entities.96 Horkheimer and Adorno analyse these entities 
in terms of their negation of style; they present little, if any, new 
shape to conventional forms. The produce of artistic culture is, less 
and less, divorced from reality. It is art’s ‘second alienation’ (Mar-
cuse) – alienation from alienation – that is disappearing today.97 

The ‘end of art’ is threatened. The culture industry’s style kills 
style. Its products fail to come to terms with reality’s essence; they 
have no genuine content; they are essentially mimetic.98 The cul
ture industry becomes an extension of the ‘outside world’. 
Furthermore, its product reproduces, reinforces and strengthens 
dominant interpretations of reality; it schematizes, classifies and 
catalogues for its customers and often represents a spurious recon
ciliation between society and the individual, identifying the latter 
with the former. The ‘plots’, the ‘goodies’, the ‘heroes’ rarely sug
gest anything other than identification with the existing form of 
social relations. There is passion in movies, radio broadcasts, 
popular music and magazines, but it is usually passion for identity 
(between whole and part, form and content, subject and object). 
The products of the culture industry can be characterized by stan
dardization and pseudo-individualization. It is these qualities which 
distinguish them from autonomous art. 

Standardization refers to a process that affects the general fea
tures as well as the details of a work. Structural similarities arise 
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in cultural forms as a result of the technique of the culture industry 
– distribution and mechanical reproduction. Popular works, or a 
successful new work, are imitated under the behest of big business 
agencies anxious to cash in on their appeal. The material’s style is 
‘plugged’ (ceaselessly repeated) and ‘frozen’ (rigidly reinforced).99 

Yet newly released works of the old style, or new fashions based 
upon them, must maintain the appearance of novelty and original
ity: hence pseudo-individualization – ‘endowing cultural mass 
production with the halo of free choice or open market on the 
basis of standardization itself.100 Each product ‘affects an indi
vidual air’; its actual differences from other cultural entities are 
trivial. 
Not only are the hit songs, stars and soap operas cyclically recurrent and 
rigid invariable types, but the specific content of the entertainment itself 
. . . only appears to change. The details are interchangeable. The short 
interval sequence which was effective in a hit song, the hero’s momentary 
fall from grace (which he accepts as good sport), the rough treatment 
which the beloved gets from the male star, the latter’s rugged defiance of 
the spoilt heiress, are, like all the other details, ready made clichés to be 
slotted in anywhere; they never do anything more than fulfill the purpose 
alloted to them in the overall plan.101 

Within moments of most films starting we can predict quite accu
rately how they will end, who will win out, lose or be forgotten. 
The structure of a popular song is well known before the song is 
actually heard. The first few notes, or phrases, of a hit are enough 
to tell us what the rest will be like. The surrounding framework of 
events can automatically be supplied to a detail known about a 
television show. Magazines and newspapers usually present little 
news and certainly no surprises. Even special effects, tricks and 
jokes are all allocated particular places in the design of pro
grammes by experts in offices. The result of standardization and 
pseudo-individualization ‘for the physiognomy of the culture 
industry is essentially’, as Adorno summarizes it, ‘a mixture of 
streamlining, photographic hardness and precision on the one 
hand, and individualistic residues, sentimentality and an already 
disposed and adapted romanticism on the other’.102 As long as a 
product meets certain minimum requirements, a feature which 
distinguishes it from others, a little glamour and distinctness, 
marks of ‘mainstream’ (conventional) character, it is suitable mat
erial for popular presentation. 

But it is not just ‘the industry’s’ produce that is standardized. 
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Dozens of cues are provided to evince ‘correct’ responses. For 
example, in case there is any question as to what type of show a 
comedy is, laughter is often prerecorded. Continuous commentary 
is supplied on many radio and television programmes should one 
be uncertain what to think. Standardization ‘aims at standard 
responses’. Apart from effects generated by promoters, cultural 
commodities embody ‘a system of response-mechanisms which 
tend to automize reactions and weaken the forces of individual 
resistence’.103 Frameworks for, and/or models of, interpretation 
are offered. These often lead back to familiar experiences; safe 
grounds for the reception of the culture industry. Programmes 
watch for their audiences as popular music hears for those who 
listen. 

Despite the repetitiveness and ubiquity of mass culture its struc
ture is multi-layered. In Lowenthal’s well-known phrase, ‘mass 
culture is psychoanalysis in reverse’. The culture industry appears 
to recognize that individuals have multi-layered personalities. This 
knowledge, far from being used for the purposes of emancipation, 
is employed in order to ‘ensnare the consumer as completely as 
possible’ and in order to embroil his or her senses in the vicis
situdes of predetermined effects. A number of examples drawn 
from Adorno’s work on television, astrology and music can use
fully highlight this theme. 

Examples: television, astrology and music 

In ‘Television and the patterns of culture’ Adorno discusses the 
layers of meaning of an American comedy series.104 At one level 
the series of shows presents an entertaining tale about the struggle 
for survival of an underpaid, young, very hungry school teacher. 
Supposedly amusing situations arise as she tries, without success, 
to win a free meal from friends and foes. The very mention of food 
becomes a stimulus for laughter. The series does not ‘push’ any set 
of ideas. Its ‘hidden message’ emerges as its pseudo-realism pro
motes identification with the charming and funny heroine. The 
script implies, Adorno contended: 

If you are as humorous, good natured, quick-witted, and charming as she 
is, do not worry about being paid a starvation wage. You can cope with 
your frustration in a humorous way; and your superior wit and cleverness 
put you not only above material privations, but also above the rest of 
mankind. . . . In other words, the script is a shrewd method of promoting 
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adjustment to humiliating conditions by presenting them as objectively 
comical and by giving a picture of a person who experiences even her own 
inadequate position as an object of fun apparently free of any resent
ment;105 

Patterns of reaction are set for the audience without either party’s 
necessary awareness of them. An atmosphere of the normality of 
hunger (or crime and killing in detective stories and westerns) is 
established quite easily. Further, the show’s set frames of refer
ence suggest and reinforce certain stereotypes (for instance about 
how ‘good girls’ behave). The response formations and presup
positions of the culture industry are brought out even more clearly, 
with much greater detail, in Adorno’s discussion of astrology. 

The results of a content analysis of the daily astrological column 
of the Los Angeles Times, covering a period of about three 
months, along with a number of observations on astrological jour
nals, were published under the title, ‘The stars down to earth’ in 
1957.106 Conventional astrology, Adorno argued, is institutional
ized superstition. It is another product of the culture industry to be 
passively received. Astrologers offer ‘authoritative’ advice to indi
viduals whose specific situation they know nothing about. Their 
columns are remarkable for their seriousness and practical attitude 
toward everyday problems. The emphasis of the Los Angeles 
Times column is always on the capacity of the private individual to 
‘find the right approach’ to particular problems. Although fate is 
essentially set by the stars, a pragmatic (read ‘conventional, con
formist and contented’) attitude to life is recommended for it can 
ensure satisfaction and the prospect of high rewards. 

Urge to tell off official would alienate helpful partner, so keep calm 
despite irritation: later material benefits will follow making more coopera
tive deal at home. 

10 November, Aries 
Sulking over disappointing act of influential executive merely puts you 
deeper in disfavour. 

10 November, Scorpio 
Get away from that concern that seems to have no solution. . . . 

10 November, Sagittarius107 

The astrologer, in this case, places his ‘magical authority’ behind 
certain strategies and tactics for the day. He has to write as if the 
constellation of stars had endowed him with certain knowledge. 
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But the ‘fictitious reasonableness’ of the advice masks the ‘arbit
rary and entirely opaque’ nature of his authority. The source of his 
knowledge is depersonalized; it remains remote and is treated as 
‘impersonal and thing-like’. Astrology reflects accurately that the 
fate of individuals is independent of their will; that the order of life 
appears as natural. But it does not simply register the dependence 
of individuals on social configurations beyond their immediate 
control – it further justifies this state of affairs. If you want to 
survive and be happy, then astrologists recommend coming to 
terms with your inner and outer life; they suggest you forget frus
trated wants and needs and remember/accept all that cannot be 
changed – the nature of your job, social hierarchies, family life, 
etc. Thus, one can come to terms with life, the main stages of 
which one cannot control. To be ‘rational’ in astrological terms 
means to adjust private interests to given social configurations. 

If one does not heed the stars, then one incurs a number of risks. 
But help is available. If you submit to the stars, if the astrologer’s 
advice is followed, if you give in to ‘ the absolute power’, pleasure 
without threat, including sexual pleasure, can be assured.108 As a 
necessary result of this, communication with the stars also offers 
the individual increased security, the comfort of being directed and 
protected by another and a certain relief from responsibility. At 
the same time people are continually flattered and made to feel 
that it is their individual efforts that count! ‘The individual is pro
vided with the narcissistic gratification that he is really all-
important while at the same time being kept under control.’109 

The columnist is a homespun psychologist. His role, however, is 
the opposite of an analyst or therapist. He plays up to people’s 
defences (for instance narcissism), and seeks to strengthen rather 
than undermine them. The continuous suggestion of threats, of 
grounds for anxiety – ‘Drive carefully!’ – ensures that the reader 
will seek help. Underlying destructive urges are satisfied while aid 
for a more pleasurable life is promised by a ‘superhuman agency’. 
Individuals are reassured: if fate doesn’t solve your problem, effort 
will.110 

Astrology stresses and appears to promote individualism, inde
pendent thinking and a concern for play while, at the same time, it 
strengthens and reinforces dependencies, adjustment to the status 
quo and the work ethic. The columnist’s approach, Adorno 
argued, supports what Otto Fenichel calls ‘bi-phasic behaviour’; 
that is, the development of a reaction formation ‘which embodies 
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contradictory attitudes or actions’.111 Bi-phasic symptoms, com
mon, according to Fenichel, in compulsive neurosis, are presented 
as normal in the astrologer’s column. The column takes for granted 
and reproduces certain antinomies in the psyche of its audience 
which derive from social contradictions – a world which is a social 
construct and yet fetishized as a result of exchange. 

The general features of the astrologer’s column also resemble 
the mentality of the ‘high scorers’ on the F-scale (Adorno et al.’s 
measurement device of implicit pre-fascist tendencies). The col
umns promote the view that the negative is essentially due to 
external, natural causes; the conventional is appropriate and 
legitimate; and ‘everything is basically fine’. Dependency needs as 
well as compulsive attitudes are presupposed and preserved by the 
pseudo-rational form of astrology. The psychological syndrome 
expressed promotes bourgeois ideology. As Adorno put it, 

It offers the advantage of veiling all deeper-lying causes of distress and 
thus promoting acceptance of the given. Moreover, by strengthening the 
sense of fatality, dependence and obedience, it paralyses the will to 
change objective conditions in any respect and relegates all worries to a 
private plane promising a cure-all by the very same compliance which 
prevents a change of conditions. It can easily be seen how well this suits 
the over-all purpose of the prevailing ideology of today’s cultural indus
try; to reproduce the status quo within the mind of the people.112 

Like other mass media products, astrology offers a spurious 
short-cut both to an understanding of the social order and to an 
escape into a supposedly different world. Its meaning appears as 
something new, fresh and insightful. In actuality, it is a revamp of 
an opaque and reified social structure. 

A third illustration of the social meaning of the culture industry 
can be taken from Adorno’s study of music. The range of his 
studies in this sphere has already been mentioned. I will concen
trate my exposition on some of the distinctions he makes between 
serious and standardized/pseudo-individualized music. Adorno 
often explored these differences in considerable technical detail. 
For the sake of simplicity I will restrict my discussion to his more 
general statements about divergencies in musical form and the 
respective ‘response mechanisms’ he associated with different 
kinds of music. 

Adorno thought that many different types of music had been 
radically altered by capitalist economic processes. The com-
modification of music had necessarily changed its structure and the 
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way it was apprehended. Particularly, mass distribution and new 
modes of mechanical reproduction (for example radio and film) 
had led to the corruption of classical music; its original structure 
was often sacrificed to ensure immediate intelligibility (and, there
fore, ease of consumption). The result was often ‘quotation listen
ing’ and the repression of the listener as well as of serious music.113 

Mechanical modes of reproduction and mass distribution 
enhanced the tendency to fetishize music’s technical structure. 
Experiences in live concerts were also subject to this process as 
conductors and impresarios sought to appeal to ever larger audi
ences.114 Further, a new variety of music had developed, the struc
ture of which was entirely determined by its exchange value. It was 
functional for the new techniques of reproduction and for the 
‘needs’ of the masses seeking relief and distraction. This type of 
music Adorno called ‘popular music’, by which he meant ‘light’ 
music, or music composed purely for entertainment (including 
jazz, ‘beat’ and film music). Popular music is analysed in juxtaposi
tion to serious music. 

The categories of serious and popular music do not simply cor
respond to notions of classical and non-classical. Adorno stresses 
that there can be classical music which has many of the features of 
popular music. He noted, of course, that serious music can be 
bad.115 It can also become ‘popularized’ and hence lose much of its 
original integrity. The differences between these two musical 
spheres cannot be grasped either in terms of familiar ideas such 
as ‘lowbrow and highbrow’, ‘simple and complex’, ‘naive and 
sophisticated’.116 Once again standardization and pseudo-
individualization are the central categories for analysing the dif
ference. The structural characteristics of these different kinds of 
music are listed in the table on page 101. In various works 
Adorno traced the history and changes involved in the develop
ment from the classical and romantic musical eras to the world of 
popular music. The history is marked by a series of transitions: 
from an emphasis on form and the highest technical achievement 
to ‘structural poverty’; from the development of themes to inces
sant repetition of opening melodies; from the whole piece of music 
being the prime unit of meaning to the detail and effect taking on 
the most significance.117 In popular music, styles are plugged as 
much as the ‘personalities’ of the show-business world. Popular 
music today, Adorno held, is like a ‘multiple-choice questionnaire’ 
– but without a correct answer. For so long as one chooses, the 
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The structure of production and composition of ‘serious’ and 
‘popular’ music 

‘Serious’ music 
Every part/detail depends ‘for its 
musical sense on the concrete 
totality and never on a mere 
enforcement of a musical scheme’ 

Themes and details are highly 
interwoven with the whole 

Themes are carefully developed 

Details cannot be changed without 
altering the whole – details almost 
contain/anticipate the whole 

Consistency is maintained between 
formal structure and content 
(themes) 

If standard schemes are employed 
(e.g. for dance) they still maintain a 
key role in the whole 

Emphasizes norms of high 
technical competence 

‘Popular’ music 
Musical compositions follow 
familiar patterns/frameworks: they 
are stylized 

Little originality is introduced 

Structure of the whole does not 
depend upon details – whole is not 
altered by individual detail 

Melodic structure is highly rigid 
and is frequently repeated 

Harmonic structure embodies a set 
scheme (‘The most primitive 
harmonic facts are emphasised’) 

Complications have no effect on 
structure of work – they do not 
develop themes 

Stress is on combination of 
individual ‘effects’ – on sound, 
colour, tone, beat, rythmn 

Improvisations become 
‘normalized’ (the boys can only 
'swing if in a narrow framework) 

Details are substitutable (they 
‘serve their function as cogs in 
machines’) 

Affirms conventional norms of 
what constitutes intelligibility in 
music while appearing novel and 
original 
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culture industry is reproduced.118 (It should be noted that it is not 
always clear whether the characteristics in the table describe forms 
of ideal or of actual types.) 

The effects of the different kinds of music were centrally impor
tant to Adorno. ‘Response mechanisms’, he argued, are built into 
musical form. The table on page 103 summarizes the different 
responses encouraged and demands made upon the listener by the 
two respective types of music. Whereas the aesthetic form of seri
ous music had ensured the transcendence of its material precondi
tions and a contradiction between production and prevailing con
sciousness, popular music affirms existing norms of intelligibility. 
The listeners of the music plugged by the culture industry ‘become 
so accustomed to the recurrence of the same things that they react 
automatically’.119 Repetition enforces recognition and often then 
acceptance of the seemingly inescapable. While in great serious 
music understanding involves a spontaneous act of linking ele
ments together in ever new synthesis, in popular music under
standing coincides with recognition.120 Popular music presupposes 
and continually reinforces a frame of mind which is one of ‘distrac
tion and inattention’. Exhaustion and boredom conditioned by the 
dominant mode of production is complemented by the culture 
industry which distracts ‘from the demands of reality by enter
tainment which does not demand attention either’.121 Popular 
music is tailor-made for the functions of this ‘industry’. It ‘fits’ well 
into the status quo’s ideological tendencies. Whether heard on 
radio or in live concerts, popular music’s often repeated and 
‘detachable’ themes, exaggerated emphases, sheer volume, etc. 
lead to ‘fetishism in music’ and ‘regression of the listener’.122 Irres
pective of the intent of composers and functionaries in the popular 
music world, the music serves to prevent criticism of the social 
order; it enraptures and has ‘a soporific effect’. As set pieces tend 
to produce set responses, a ‘retrogressive and sometimes even 
infantile type of person’ is promoted; responses become impulsive, 
mimetic and generally child-like. Regression in listening focuses 
on details and melodies. ‘Atomistic’ and ‘quotation listening’ is the 
counterpart to the ‘musical children’s language’ – structural pov
erty – of popular music. Relieved of responsibility again, the indi
vidual does not have to worry about the ‘correct’ reactions. 

Popular music enhances predispositions to compulsive and 
irrational responses and, therefore, it increases susceptibility to 
outside influences. The atmosphere it creates is suitable for the 



Critical theory and aesthetics 103 

Differences between ‘serious’ and ‘popular’ music in responses 
encouraged/demands made upon listener 

‘Serious’ music 
To understand a piece of serious 
music one must experience the 
whole of it 

The whole has strong impact on 
reaction to details 

Themes and details can only be 
comprehended in the context of 
the whole 

The sense of the music cannot be 
grasped by recognition alone, i.e. 
by identifying music with another 
‘identical’ piece 
Effort and concentration are 
required to follow music 

Its aesthetic disrupts the 
continuum of everyday life and 
encourages recollection 

‘Popular’ music 
The whole has little influence on 
reception and reaction to parts – 
stronger reactions to part than 
whole 
The music is standardized into 
easily recognizable types, whole 
are pre-accepted/known prior to 
reception 
Little effort is required to follow 
music – audience already has 
models under which musical 
experiences can be subsumed 
Little emphasis on the whole as 
musical event – what matters is 
style, rhythm (the movement of the 
foot on the floor) 
Leads back to familiar experiences 
(themes and details can be 
understood out of context because 
listener can automatically supply 
framework) 
A sense of the music is grasped by 
recognition – leading to acceptance 
Pleasure, fun gained through 
listening are ‘transferred’ to the 
musical object, which becomes 
invested with qualities that stem 
from mechanism of identification 

The most successful, best music is 
identified with the most often repeated 
Music has ‘soporific effect’ on social 
consciousness 
It reinforces a sense of continuity in 
everyday living – while its reified 
structure enforces forgetfulness 
Renders ‘unnecessary the process of 
thinking’ 
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promotion of other goods and services. Additional ‘escapes’ and 
‘comforts’ are usually on offer. But the gratifications and reliefs 
available are illusionary as is the ‘adjustment’ effected by the mus
ical world. In listening individuals are actually subject to the same 
social forces they seek to escape. This has ramifications for the 
attitudes of the masses. Listening habits, likes’ and ‘dislikes’ which 
have been enforced upon audiences contain ambivalence. Crazes 
for the latest fashion/fad contain their opposite – ‘spite and fury’ – 
which are easily released. Frequently, when promotion pressure is 
reduced, revenge is provoked. People ‘compensate for the “guilt” 
in having condoned the worthless by making fun of it’ (for example 
laughing at pictures of old fashions.123 The tremendous amount 
of energy (libido) employed in order to digest the goods of the 
industry can be deflected. But the relaxation of sales pressure on a 
particular product is made only so as to launch something ‘new’. In 
order to sustain the illusion of satisfaction, the entertainment busi
ness has to introduce constantly ‘fresh’ ideas and ‘different’ works. 
The process could, Adorno thought, continue indefinitely. The 
autonomy of music is vanishing. ‘Music today is largely a social 
cement.’124 

Examples of modern art which resist assimilation 

There were, however, in Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s opinion, cer
tain types of modern art which resisted assimilation. In ‘Art and 
mass culture’ Horkheimer spoke of works which can still shock 
and provoke; works which reproduce the ‘abyss’ between the indi
vidual and environment. 

The works in which the subject cut off from his own development still 
manages to find expression are those in which the abyss between him and 
the barbaric environment appears most insistently: poems such as those of 
Trakl, the Guernica of Picasso, a composition of Schoenberg. The sorrow 
and the horror which adhere to such works do not correspond to the 
experience of a subject who turns away from reality, for understandable 
reasons, or revolts against it; the consciousness to which these belong is 
cut off from society, thrust back on distorted, outré figures. . . . The latest 
works of art . . . relinquish illusion of an existing community, they are 
memorials of a lonely and desperate life. . . . Insofar as they still represent 
communication they denounce the dominant forms of intercourse as tools 
of destruction.125 
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Autonomous art can make the familiar unfamiliar and cast a new 
light upon it. Adorno agreed in principle with this view. But his 
analysis of particular works was, as always, more detailed and 
cautious. This can be seen in his studies of the ‘new music’ com
posed, notably, by Schoenberg (and in his writings on Beckett).126 

The ‘new music’, Adorno maintained, reveals a mode of com
position which continually produced new forms and ‘honours the 
listener by not making any concessions to him’. The dissonance 
and large intervals which were articulated by the mature Schoen
berg during his commitment to free atonality expressed the com
poser’s refusal either to accept the rigid forms of traditional musi
cal structure, or to bow to demands of conventional taste and 
attitudes. Schoenberg deliberately maintained unresolved tensions 
and refused to introduce ordering categories which might ease the 
task of comprehending his works. His music, Adorno noted, often 
seems ‘fragmented and abrupt to the unnaive-naive listener’. But 
all aspects of his work are ‘so totally formed that there is never any 
confusion’.127 Although Schoenberg’s works sound entirely 
experimental they submit classicism and romanticism to sustained 
criticism. In Adorno’s opinion, Schoenberg ‘liberated the latent 
structure’ of these traditions while ‘disposing of their manifest 
one’. Far from breaking with tradition, Schoenberg continued it. 
His works preserved ‘identity in non-identity’.128 But while the 
form of the atonal compositions contradicted prevailing tastes and 
attitudes, the meaning of the music became more and more remote 
from the understanding of potential and actual listeners. Thus, the 
critical impact of these works was diminished. 

The transition in Schoenberg’s style from free atonality to the 
twelve-tone technique also reduced the influence of the former. 
Schoenberg’s work developed into a new system. Twelve-tone 
rows and relations became as explicit as key relations in traditional 
music.129 Another false and premature resolution of tensions was 
projected. Schoenberg’s disciples further rationalized the system. 
It became a new, all-embracing ‘fixed idea’, hence, ‘the bad heir of 
tonality’. The desire for security was once more manifest. In a 
social order where security cannot be achieved its expression in 
artistic forms simply adds to the barriers to self-reflection. The 
effects of the culture industry are very hard to escape, interlocked 
as they are with the whole development of capitalist society. 
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The changing structure of ideology 

Summarizing the effects of the culture industry, Adorno wrote, ‘ i t 
impedes the development of autonomous, independent individuals 
who judge and decide consciously for themselves’.130 The ‘indus
try’ appeals to, develops from and reinforces a state of depen
dence, anxiety and ego weakness. The message it conveys is most 
often one of adjustment and obedience. Its essential content can 
be reduced to one axiom: since things cannot be other than they 
are, ‘become that which thou art’. Through displaced wish-
fulfilment, ‘ subs t i tu te gratification’ (Ersatzbefriedigung), the 
‘industry’ seeks to meet individual needs for diversion and distrac
tion. It provides tonics – ‘pick-me-ups’ – for another working day. 
The ‘response mechanisms’ embedded in its produce calls for both 
passivity, susceptibility and a sense of smugness about the indi
vidual’s actual and potential achievements. Identification with 
prevailing norms and conditions is inculcated. Horkheimer and 
Adorno recognized that there is a rationale for light art: it does, 
after all, keep people going.131 But its suppression of reason, sen
suality and spontaneity promotes only ‘pseudo-activity’ – margi
nally differentiated types of social practice. The individual ‘is tol
erated only so long as his complete identification with the general
ity (the social totality) is unquestioned’.132 The culture industry is 
‘anti-enlightenment’. 

The transition from autonomous to standardized/pseudo-
individualized cultural forms also marks a transformation in the 
nature of ideology. The critique of ideology, as the immanent 
critique of an object – a critique which (to put it crudely) assesses 
an object in terms of its own standards and ideals – is possible only 
in so far as ‘ideology contains a rational element with which the 
critique can deal’. Capitalist exchange, for example, can be asses
sed in light of its own, substantial claim to be just. But when 
people become ‘objects of calculation’, as the consumers of the 
culture industry, then the ideology which informs this calculation is 
no longer simply false by its own standards – for it has none. It 
represents nothing other than ‘manipulative contrivance’.133 As a 
joint Institute publication put it in 1956: 

The socially conditioned false consciousness of today is no longer objec
tive spirit; it is not . . . crystallized blindly and anonymously out of the 
social process, but rather is tailored scientifically to fit the society.134 
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This is the case, the Institute claimed, whether one talks about 
television, film, radio or newspapers, magazines and many kinds of 
best-sellers. Ideology is no longer just socially necessary illusion. 
Rather, it is rapidly becoming a planned construct which dupli
cates and enforces the status quo. 

Further differences among Institute members 

It would be wrong, however, to exaggerate the similarity of style 
and level of agreement reached between members of the Institute 
on the status of the culture industry. While Horkheimer’s indi
vidual works often repeated themes discussed above, he rarely 
explored them in depth.135 Adorno’s work was more sharply 
focused and deeply intertwined with the categories of Marx’s 
theory of value. His theory of culture was most often couched in 
terms of an analysis of the production, distribution, exchange and 
consumption of cultural forms. His writings are rich in detailed 
elaborations and illustrations. Adorno argued, as he put it in a 
letter to Benjamin, that autonomous avant-garde art and popular 
culture are both ‘torn halves of an integral freedom, to which 
however they do not add up’.136 ‘Genuine’ art could be preserved 
as little in the flux of historical circumstances as popular art could 
be completely dismissed. Despite his negative assessment of many 
forms of ‘mass culture’ he did not completely reject the validity of 
new techniques of production and reproduction. Furthermore, in 
the 1960s Adorno added significant reservations to any thesis that 
maintained the total commercialization and reification of culture. 
In some of his very last essays he contended: ‘Society remains class 
struggle, today as in the period when that concept originated.’137 

The fundamental contradictions of society remain ‘undiminished’ 
and, as a necessary result, consciousness is not, nor can it be, 
totally integrated.38 

Although Lowenthal raises a number of questions about the 
legitimacy of distinctions between genuine and mass art, his Litera
ture, Culture and Society and Literature and the Image of Man 
adhere to many of the same basic theoretical presuppositions as 
Adorno and Horkheimer. (He argued, for example, that literature 
designed for mass consumption – for instance, popular biographies 
of ‘stars’, politicians and businessmen – reflects a ‘command 
psychology’ which seeks to ensure that ‘people live in a limbo of 
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children and victims’.)139 Marcuse’s analysis of mass culture also 
has much in common with the studies outlined above. But he does, 
of course, introduce a series of original categories – the most 
important being that of ‘repressive desublimation’ (the systematic 
limitation on the scope of desublimation, the reduction of the 
sensual, pleasurable and erotic to specific sexual experiences).140 

As Marcuse’s work is well known and accessible, it will not require 
detailed treatment here. It might be usefully noted, however, that 
he has argued, in One Dimensional Man and in other texts, that 
the development of mass culture increasingly 

establishes a (false) harmony between public and private 
interests; 

reinforces privatization and consumption orientations; 
spreads an advertising aesthetic; 
undermines indigenous working-class culture; 
increases the domination of instrumental reason; and 
manipulates sexuality – leading to the general pursuit of false and 

limited wants and needs, repressive desublimation. 

I shall pursue some of these themes further in Chapter 4, in discus
sing Marcuse’s and other Frankfurt theorists’ analysis of the chang
ing basis of identity formation.141 

Benjamin, as has already been noted, defended a rather different 
position from any of the others. He saw in the new techniques of 
mechanical reproduction, and in the distraction offered, certain 
positive consequences.142 Through film, radio and literature 
response mechanisms could be learnt which had radical implica
tions. The new techniques could be of assistance to revolutionary 
struggle. The tasks ‘which face the human apparatus of perception 
at the turning points of history cannot be solved . . . by contempla
tion alone. They are mastered gradually by habit . . . the ability to 
master certain tasks in a state of distraction proves that their solu
tion has become a matter of habit’.143 Consistent and reliable 
revolutionary habits could be learnt through a radical politicization 
of art.144 Once again following Brecht, Benjamin stressed the pos
sibility of the ‘functioning transformation’ (Umfunktionierung) of 
aspects of mass culture; ‘the transformation of forms and instru
ments of production by a progressive intelligentsia – an intelligent
sia interested in liberating the means of production’.145 In con
tradistinction to the other members of the Institute, the central 
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point for Benjamin is that 

a writer’s production (whether it be of a novel, play or programme) must 
have the character of a model: it must be able to instruct other writers in 
their production and, secondly, it must be able to place an improved 
apparatus at their disposal. This apparatus will be the better, the more 
consumers it brings in contact with the production process – in short, the 
more readers or spectators it turns into collaborators.146 

Benjamin took Brecht’s epic theatre to be the model for this 
enterprise. Against the views of Adorno, Horkheimer, Marcuse 
and Lowenthal, Benjamin contended that the writer must trans
form himself ‘from a supplier of the production apparatus, into an 
engineer who sees his task in adapting that apparatus to the ends 
of the proletarian revolution’.147 Benjamin rejected the priority of 
form or style in favour of enlisting both form and content into the 
direct service of the revolutionary forces. 



4 The changing structure of the 
family and the individual: critical 
theory and psychoanalysis 

There remains [left over] from the critique of bourgeois consciousness 
only that shrug of the shoulders with which all physicians have manifested 
their secret understanding with death. 

T. ADORNO, Minima Moralia 

In order to explore questions about the relation between the indi
vidual and society, the members of the Frankfurt school proposed 
an integration of Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis. From the 
late 1930s they defended an increasingly orthodox version of 
psychoanalysis and a less and less orthodox version of Marxism. 
They claimed that Freudian theory provided concepts and 
theorems which revealed a great deal about the socio-
psychological formation of the individual. Psychoanalysis is argued 
to have shown how, as Horkheimer wrote, 

the lack of independence; the deep sense of inferiority that afflicts most 
men; the centering of their whole psychic life around the ideas of order 
and subordination; their cultural achievements; are all conditioned by the 
relations of child to parents or their substitutes and to brothers and sis
ters.1 

Marxist social theory, on the other hand, amended to take account 
of the Stalin–Hitler pact, provided an analysis of the structures and 
conditions which the theory of identity formation presupposed. 
Each theoretical framework supplemented the other. 

The sociological and psychological, Adorno contended, in an 
article published in 1955, have to be drawn upon in order to 
analyse aspects of the social whole.2 Their spheres are interdepen
dent but irreducible to each other; for the individual is a ‘unity of 
identity and difference with society’. Every society reaches into 
the individual, but within the individual, it is translated into a 
language quite distinct from that of everyday life – ‘the language of 
the unconscious’. The languages of society and the unconscious are 
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related but separate entities. Adorno believed, however, that the 
relationship between these phenomena cannot be stipulated once 
and for all. The relationship changes with history. In a contradic
tory totality, the spheres of the sociological and psychological can
not be integrated. 

The separation of sociology and psychology is both correct and false. False 
because it encourages the specialist to relinquish the attempt to know the 
totality which even the separation of the two demands; and correct insofar 
as it registers more intransigently the split that has actually taken place in 
reality than does the premature unification at the level of theory.3 

Whether or not the spheres can be integrated depends, then, on 
the possibility of overcoming contradictions in an alternative social 
order: a remote but nonetheless possible future. 

Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s interest in Freud dates from the 
1920s. References to psychoanalytic literature are scattered 
throughout their early writings. Leo Lowenthal, in particular, 
encouraged Horkheimer to pursue this interest; both underwent 
periods of analysis. In the late 1920s Horkheimer played a part in 
the establishment of an Institute of Psychoanalysis at the Univer
sity of Frankfurt. Although it did not have as secure a position as 
the Institute of Social Research, it did become the first Freudian 
institute to be linked to a German university. Among other 
activities, it offered a series of public lectures by such figures as 
Anna Freud and Hans Sachs.4 But it was Erich Fromm, a member 
of the new Frankfurt Psychoanalytic Institute and, after emigra
tion, a member of the Institute of Social Research, who was 
perhaps the most important single stimulus to Horkheimer’s rec
ognition of the importance of Freud’s discoveries. Fromm 
influenced Horkheimer and, indeed, Adorno also in a both posi
tive and negative manner. His early work taught them a consider
able amount about personality structure and the deeply rooted 
nature of sado-masochism.5 His writings of the middle and later 
1930s stimulated a great deal of discussion but led to his increasing 
estrangement from the others. Fromm finally left the Institute in 
1939 in order to spend more time on clinical work and to develop 
a psychology that was at once more explicitly sociological and less 
Freudian. In the process of criticizing this phase of Fromm’s 
career, Horkheimer and Adorno, and later Marcuse, sharpened 
their own focus on the nature of Freud’s contributions. Fromm’s 
relationship to the Institute and his differences with Institute 
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members has received considerable attention. I will, therefore, 
only provide a brief synopsis of the relevant issues.6 

Erich Fromm 
Fromm’s changing relationship to the Institute reflects the chang
ing commitments of the Institute’s leading members to Freud. In 
his earliest contributions to the Zeitschrift, Fromm expressed the 
nature of his interest in psychoanalysis and some of his earliest 
objections to Freud.7 Utilizing Freud’s notion of libido (the energy 
underlying the sexual instinct), his early view that sexual and self-
preservation instincts are at the root of human psychic life, and his 
stress on the significance of early childhood experiences for the 
overall formation of the individual, Fromm sought to show how 
Freudian theory could enrich Marx’s concept of man and the 
whole Marxist enterprise. Freud’s work, on Fromm’s account, pre
supposed ideas which made it compatible with Marx’s sociology; 
these included Freud’s insight that individual psychology is simul
taneously social psychology. The individual, Freud maintained, 
must be understood in his or her relations to others.8 But Freud, as 
most psychoanalysts after him, had not produced an adequate 
account of people’s ‘social being’. Freud’s psychology had to be 
synthesized with Marx’s grasp of social structure. Thus, the task of 
what Fromm called ‘analytic social psychology’ became that of 
understanding social phenomena in terms of ‘processes involving 
the active and passive adaptation of the instinctual apparatus to 
the socio-economic situation’. In certain important respects, 
Fromm maintained, ‘the instinctual apparatus itself is a biological 
given; but it is highly modifiable. The primary formative factors 
are economic conditions’, while the family ‘is the essential medium 
through which the economic situation exerts its . . . influence on 
the individual’s psyche’.9 

Fromm was not advocating a mono-causal view of the develop
ment of psychic life. One could not always predict from the 
economic base the future development of the individual or society. 
As will be noted later, Fromm also argued that character traits can 
take a long time to alter and, therefore, impede the development 
of new and radical changes in the economy.10 

In the early 1930s, Horkheimer, along with other members of 
the Institute, had been sympathetic to the thrust of Fromm’s writ
ings and, especially, his critical approach to aspects of Freud’s 
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metapsychology. Fromm referred to Freud’s postulation of the 
death instinct as a weak ‘intermingling of biological and psycholog
ical tendencies’. The death instinct, a notion developed late in 
Freud’s working life, contradicted his early view of the instincts as, 
according to Fromm, ‘primarily wishing, desiring, and serving 
man’s striving for life’. The early view, Fromm felt, was the correct 
one. Not only was the idea of a death instinct poorly supported by 
clinical evidence but it seemed to lead to a false view of humans – 
abstracted from the status quo – which could justify civilization in 
its present form.11 However, from Fromm’s earliest essays onward, 
the basis was set for the disagreements which were to motivate his 
departure from the Institute. Apart from the rejection of the death 
instinct – which Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse were all later 
to acknowledge as an important concept – Fromm castigated 
Freud for placing too great an emphasis on early childhood experi
ences as against the whole personality in its ‘social relatedness and 
isolation’. Furthermore, he argued with ever more vehemence that 
the main elements of Freud’s work are bound to bourgeois and 
patriarchal values.12 Freud’s neglect of social structures had led 
him to generalize phenomena like the Oedipus complex into uni
versal human mechanisms; this was misleading. It failed to register 
the historical specificity of many of the problems Freud tackled. It 
also meant that Freud failed to capture the particular authority 
relations that were at the root of many social and individual situa
tions. 

As the 1930s progressed, Fromm became less and less commit
ted to orthodox Freudianism. From the beginning of his career he 
had been interested in philosophical anthropology. In the mid 
1930s he was influenced by the work of Johann Bachofen. Marx’s 
1844 manuscripts were to become even more important for the 
development of his views – more important even than Freud’s 
ideas. By the time he published Escape from Freedom (1941), 
Fromm posited against Freud the notion of an original unity be
tween people and nature. The seeds of both an historical and existen
tialist approach were laid. In the appendix of this important text, 
he argued that ‘man is not infinitely adaptable’. In seeming con
tradiction to the main thesis of his work, he stated that 
the striving for justice and truth is an inherent trend of human nature. . . . 
Man’s inalienable rights of freedom and happiness are founded in inher
ent human qualities: his striving for life, to expand and express the poten
tialities that have developed in him in the process of historical evolution.13 
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In short, Fromm was more and more committed both to the idea of 
an essential human nature, which could, of course, be perverted 
and repressed, and to the view that Freud’s work needed to be 
supplemented by a more sociological and historical approach.14 

In a letter to Martin Jay (14 May 1971) Fromm remarked: 

I consider the basic achievement of Freud to be his concept of the uncon
scious, its manifestations in neurosis, dreams, etc., resistance, and his 
dynamic concept of character. These concepts have remained for me of 
basic importance in all my work. 

In the same letter Fromm contended that he never left Freudian-
ism – a claim Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse could not 
accept.15 By the time he completed Escape from Freedom, Fromm 
had rejected Freud’s libido theory, the metapsychology and such 
central concepts as the Oedipus complex (which he radically 
recast).16 The other three men came to see and defend these ele
ments as some of the most significant of Freud’s insights. As a 
result they became ever more critical of Fromm. 

Adorno and Marcuse wrote extensive polemics against Fromm 
and other neo-Freudian revisionists. In a public lecture delivered 
on 26 April 1946, Adorno, anticipating many of the later points 
made by Marcuse in his famous exchange with Fromm, not only 
chastised Fromm and Karen Homey for misrepresenting Freud, 
but also criticized them for being more mechanistic and less histor
ical in orientation than Freud himself.17 Fromm and Homey failed 
to see that Freud’s instinct theory, the theory of the life maintain
ing (sexual) instincts and the death instinct, entailed the possibility 
of an almost infinite number of patterns in the human psyche, and 
that it had a most definite relation to history and culture. In deny
ing the validity of Freud’s analysis of the id (the instinctual pole of 
the individual), they were unable to account, Adorno argued, for 
the reach of culture into the depth of human feelings and, thus, for 
the origin of repressions, guilt, aggressions, and needs for self-
punishment. In addition, Adorno contended, the neo-Freudian 
postulation of (what Adorno called) ‘the unity of the personality’ 
had uncritical, conformist implications. It implied the possibility of 
a smooth functioning, integrated and unified ego. Now while 
Freud had accepted that the ego had a synthetic function, he post
ulated the destructive instincts to account for precisely those 
deep-rooted conflicts in the psyche which notions of ‘inherent 
unity’ could not account for. The impact of childhood traumas and 
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the fragmentary impulses that he discovered, present, Adorno 
insisted, a more accurate picture of the personality in a contradic
tory totality than beliefs that imply innate harmony. Marcuse’s 
critique, published almost ten years later (1955), pursued and 
elaborated upon these and other themes.18 

On Marcuse’s account, the neo-Freudian redefinition of some of 
Freud’s most Explosive’ discoveries (the relation between the id 
and ego, the function of the unconscious, the scope of sexuality), 
along with the rejection or defusing of Freud’s most speculative 
concepts such as the death instinct, the hypothesis of the primal 
horde and primal crime, had destroyed the integrity and import of 
Freud’s work. Marcuse also claimed that the neo-Freudians had 
distorted Freud and over-simplified psychology with their stress on 
the necessity of dealing with the ‘total personality’ (against the 
particular concern with childhood) and ‘sociological factors’ (sup
posedly neglected by Freud). Such a stress revealed an ignorance 
of both Freud’s notions of identity formation and the profoundly 
sociological and historical character of his thought. The de-
emphasis on sexuality also led to a neglect of the antagonisms 
Freud uncovered between the individual and society, between the 
individual’s search for gratification and existing forms of civiliza
tion. ‘Behind all the differences among the historical forms of 
society’, Marcuse wrote, ‘Freud saw the basic inhumanity common 
to all of them, and the repressive controls which perpetuate, in the 
instinctual structure itself, the domination of man by man.’ 
Fromm’s attempt to sensitize social psychologists to ‘the total indi
vidual’ and changing ‘social conditions’ was, Marcuse concluded, 
‘sociologically and psychologically far more inconsequential than 
Freud’s “neglect” of these conditions’. As a consequence, the crit
ical nature of Freud’s work was inaccessible to Fromm. Further
more, his failure to pursue Freud’s conception of the depth of the 
conflict between the individual and society encouraged a false 
political optimism and moralism.19 

The debate with Erich Fromm maps some of the contours of the 
significance of Freud for critical theory. The same can be said 
about the Frankfurt theorists’ relationship to Reich. 
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Wilhelm Reich 

According to Marcuse, Reich’s early writings represent one of the 
most serious attempts to elaborate ‘the critical social theory 
implicit in Freud’.20 Reich’s attempt to avoid a reduction of Marx
ism to psychoanalysis or vice versa is noted and praised: in his 
early work social and instinctual structures specify related but dis
tinct realms, as they do for the Frankfurt theorists. Reich’s concern 
with sexuality, the effects of repression, authoritarianism and the 
mediating influence of the family between the economy and the 
individual influenced the thinking of most of those associated with 
the Institute. But the way in which he developed these concerns 
did not meet with uncritical enthusiasm. This was the case even in 
his pre-1935 writings; that is, even before he distanced himself 
from both Marx and Freud. 

In his book Character Analysis, written in the 1920s and early 
1930s, and in Mass Psychology of Fascism (1933), Reich sought to 
show that ‘every social order creates those character forms which it 
needs for its preservation’. Character structure, he maintained, 
represents ‘the crystallization of the sociological process of a given 
epoch’.21 Fromm defended a similar position in a 1932 essay.22 But 
unlike Fromm, who then discussed psychoanalytic characterology 
in fairly familiar psychoanalytic terms, Reich introduced a series of 
new categories. Ultimately, he understood personality in terms of 
three structured layers. The first, the most superficial level, con
sisted of a ‘false, sham-social surface’, an ‘artificial mask’ of self-
control, restraint, politeness and conscientiousness. The second is 
‘the Freudian “unconscious” or “what is repressed’”, in which 
‘cruel, sadistic, lascivious, predatory and envious impulses’ hold 
dominance. The third is ‘the biological core’. In this deepest layer, 
people’s capacity for ‘natural sociality and sexuality’, pleasure, love 
and work can be uncovered (as well as a capacity, ‘if motivated’, 
for rational hatred). Under non-capitalist and non-patriarchal 
institutions people could live ‘honestly, industriously and co
operatively’.23 However, in the existing order where human natural 
instincts are repressed, the conscious ego, split from the ‘natural 
core’, predominates, along with the unconscious. The result, Reich 
held, is distorted identity formation and ‘maimed’ character. Des-
tructiveness and many a perverse impulse are the product of re
pressed libido – by which Reich essentially meant sexuality. ‘It is 
the inhibition of sexuality . . . which makes aggression a power 
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beyond mastery.’24 Repressed sexuality, especially genital sexual
ity, blocks impulses for liberating experiences. Reflections on such 
experiences become infused with guilt which, Reich argued, is a 
crucial condition for confused thinking, submissiveness, self-
abasement and fear of authority. Reich explained this process as 
follows: 

It was not until relatively late, with the establishment of an authoritarian 
patriarchy and the beginning of the division of the classes, that suppres
sion of sexuality begins to make an appearance. It is at this stage that 
sexual interests in general begin to enter the service of a minority’s inter
est in material profit; in the patriarchal marriage and family this state of 
affairs assumes a solid organizational form. . . . The moral inhibition of 
the child’s natural sexuality [through the formation of a strong super-ego], 
the last stage of which is the severe impairment of the child’s genital 
sexuality, makes the child afraid, shy, fearful of authority, obedient, 
‘good’, and ‘docile’ . . . . It has a crippling effect on man’s rebellious forces 
because every vital life-impulse is now burdened with severe fear; and 
since sex is a forbidden subject, thought in general and man’s critical 
faculty also become inhibited.25 

Rigid, conservative and reactionary thinking is the result. 
Authoritarian patriarchy ensures ‘the organization of sexuality’ 
and the production of ‘authoritarian ideologies’. Thus, ideology is 
‘anchored’ in the character structure of the individual. 

Although Reich often focused his analysis on the authoritarian 
and fascist tendencies of the petty bourgeoisie, he frequently 
generalized his findings to include other social strata in Germany 
and elsewhere. ‘Fascism is only the politically organized expres
sion of the average human character structure.’ This structure ‘has 
nothing to do with this or that race, nation, or party but . . . is 
general and international’.26 Reich’s conclusions as to what could 
bring about an end of this state of affairs included recommenda
tions establishing the sexual rights of all – including children and 
adolescents. ‘To define freedom’, he declared, ‘is at the same time 
to define sexual health.’ 

To Marcuse, Horkheimer, Adorno (and Fromm), Reich’s 
notions of sexuality and sexual repression were inadequately 
developed. His early writings tended to reduce, unjustifiably, 
Freud’s concern with the broadest spectrum of erotic sensibilities 
to a narrow focus on genital sexuality. For Marcuse this meant that 
Reich was unable to distinguish between different types of repres
sion and sublimation, and their respective (historical) dynamics.27 
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The basis for the degeneration of Reich’s later work into an obses
sion with orgasm and orgone energy was, therefore, laid at an early 
date. The importance Reich ascribed to sexual liberation per se 
was condemned by all as naive (especially in light of the Nazis’ 
relative openness about sexuality).28 Nonetheless the intentions 
behind some of his earlier writings were defended. 

The critiques of Fromm and Reich help to clarify the conception 
of Freudian theory which became so important to the Frankfurt 
school. Unfortunately, it is difficult to define this conception pre
cisely. Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s engagement with Freud’s work 
remained incomplete. Their approach to the specific problems of 
the changing relationship of the individual to society, and to the 
individual’s ‘loss of autonomy’ – the end of critical thinking – can, 
nevertheless, be specified. 

Concepts of human nature 

In his introductory chapter to the Institute’s first major publica
tion, Studien über Autorität und Familie [Studies on Authority and 
Family] (1936), Horkheimer specified the limits of his general 
approach to the notion of human nature. It is worth quoting at 
length. 

The term ‘human nature’ here does not refer to an original or an eternal 
or a uniform essence. Every philosophical doctrine which sees the move
ment of society or the life of the individual as emerging out of a funda
mental, ahistorical unity is open to justified criticism. Such theories with 
their undialectical method have special difficulty in coming to grips with 
the fact that new individual and social qualities arise in the historical 
process. Their reaction to this fact either takes the form of mechanical 
evolution: all human characteristics which arise at a later point were origi
nally present in germ; or it takes the form of some variety of philosophical 
anthropology: these characteristics emerge from a metaphysical ‘ground’ 
of being. These mutually opposed theories fail to do justice to the 
methodological principle that vital processes are marked by structural 
change no less than by continuous development.29 

As is shown below, Adorno and even Marcuse sometimes ex
pressed a similar position. But there is no simple convergence of 
views. 

Following Freud, Adorno ‘ventures the hypothesis that various 
historical situations and social settings favour various psychologi
cal syndromes and “bring out” and accentuate distinct types of 
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possibilities ever present in human beings’.30 Rational and irra
tional susceptibilities define part of the human condition. The 
introductory chapter of the Authoritarian Personality states a 
theory of personality structure which is compatible with this view. 
The primary forces underlying individuals’ identity are, on this 
account, a bundle of needs, wishes and impulses which are in 
various states of integration and conflict. Among individuals they 
can vary in their quality, intensity, mode of gratification, object(s) 
of their attachment etc.31 Personality, as the organization of these 
needs and desires, is not, however, according to the authors, ‘to be 
hypostatized’. It evolves under changing historical conditions and 
‘can never be isolated from the social totality’.32 Early childhood, 
the family, education, economic and political factors are crucial 
determinants of identity. 

This means that broad changes in social conditions and institutions will 
have a direct bearing upon the kinds of personalities that develop within a 
society. . . . Although personality is a product of the social environment 
. . . it is not. . . a mere object of the contemporary environment. . . and is 
frequently very resistant to fundamental change.33 

An adequate approach to personality ‘must take into account both 
fixity and flexibility . . . as the extremes of a single continuum 
along which human characteristics may be placed’.34 Writing alone 
in his section of The Authoritarian Personality, Adorno stressed 
the danger of losing sight of the fluid reality of psychological life. 
But he balanced this remark with the argument that more than 
ever one can legitimately talk of character structure and character 
types. For people are typified – standardized, in the present social 
epoch. Today, ‘standardized, opaque, and overpowering social 
processes . . . leave the “individual” . . . little freedom for action 
and true individuation’.35 How society constitutes the individual, 
producing social character types, became a major focus for 
Adorno and, indeed, for the Frankfurt school in general. 

The Institute’s members appeared to agree that the distinctive 
nature of society has a very important role in the conditioning of 
character traits common to its members. On this point there were 
no differences with Fromm. Character structures emerge, as he put 
it, ‘from the basic experiences and modes of life common to par
ticular groups’.36 In fact, Fromm’s early work on psychoanalytic 
characterology was a prime influence on Horkheimer’s and 
Adorno’s thinking in this area. In his 1932 essay on this topic, 
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Fromm viewed character traits as ‘sublimations or reaction forma
tions of certain instinctual drives that are sexual in nature’.37 (Sub
limations transform sexual impulses into non-sexual aims, while 
reaction formations utilize the energy of a repressed wish to consti
tute a behaviour pattern in reaction against it.) From this position 
Fromm argued that character traits are likely to remain relatively 
stable and take a long time to alter. As a consequence, resistance is 
set up to rapid social transformation; the superstructure is embed
ded in mechanisms that are slower to change than those of the 
economic base. Escape from Freedom attempted a thorough 
exploration of this theme. This idea has also, of course, been held 
by Reich. In separate works Horkheimer and Adorno pursued the 
same notion although they tied it to a different theory of instinct 
and need.38 The insight provided, they both believed, a foundation 
for understanding why a yoke was so often borne – for so long – by 
social classes. It helped shed light on why people can still cling to 
ideas and behaviour patterns long after their rational justification 
has been dissolved. As Horkheimer wrote, 
That men preserve economic relations which they have outgrown in force 
and need, instead of replacing them through a higher more rational form 
of organization, is possible only because the actions of a numerically 
significant social stratum are not determined by cognition, but by an 
instinctual motive force that falsifies consciousness. In no way do mere 
ideological manoeuvres form the root of this historically important 
moment. . . on the contrary, the psychic structure of these groups, that is 
the character of their members, is constantly renewed in connection with 
their role in the economic process.39 

But within this broad framework, important differences existed 
between Horkheimer and Adorno, and Marcuse – differences 
about which they most often remained silent. The issues can be 
seen most clearly by juxtaposing the views of Adorno and Mar
cuse. Adorno is extremely critical of all conventional psychoanaly
tic ideas about the ‘well-balanced’ personality.40 The ideal “‘good” 
Freudian uninhibited by repressions would’, he commented, ‘in the 
existing acquisitive society, be almost indistinguishable from the 
hungry beast of prey’. The psychologists’ image of a ‘superman’ is 
someone whose freedom, in fact, ‘remains false, neurotically 
greedy’. As long as society is constituted by structural inequality 
and presupposes unfreedom, ‘every “image of man” is ideological 
except the negative one’.41 The best possible resolution of the 
conflict between individual and society cannot be specified: resolu-
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tions that surmount existing contradictions can only be pointed to 
negatively. The method of immanent criticism cannot justify a 
positive image of utopia. Such a notion would be highly ab
stract and ahistorical. 

Marcuse, on the other hand, explicitly defends a more elaborate 
theory of human beings and their potentiality. Negative thinking is 
important for him. But although he begins by investigating the 
negative in the present, he insists that history contains the possibil
ity of negating this negation, that is, of realizing that which is 
constrained by the given and exists in possibility. A concern with 
sexuality, pleasure and the mechanisms of repression manifested 
itself in his early writings.42 It was not until the late 1930s and 
1940s that he pursued these interests in detail. In his classic Eros 
and Civilization (1955) and Five Lectures (1970), an extremely 
bold position is expressed. 

Life and death in the works of Marcuse 
Marcuse aims to develop the ‘political and sociological substance 
of Freud’s work’.43 His analysis begins with an acceptance of some 
of Freud’s most controversial claims. These include the theory of 
infantile sexuality, the centrality of the unconscious, the seemingly 
inevitable conflict between the individual and civilization and the 
notions of the life and death instincts. But Marcuse’s interpreta
tion of the significance of these ideas is original and provocative. 
Ultimately, he seeks to argue that Freud was wrong about the 
permanent necessity of the repressive transformation of human 
instinctual structure: under conditions of post-scarcity, the reduc
tion of overdevelopment in the Western world and redistribution 
of resources, a sensuous order which integrates sexuality into work 
and play can be established. Marcuse’s position can be stated in a 
number of theses. 

1 The human organism develops as a result of two basic 
instincts: the life instinct (sexuality, Eros) and the death instinct 
(the destructive instinct). (Instincts refer to primary ‘drives’ which 
have somatic and mental dimensions; their objectives and manifes
tations are subject to historical change, although their basic ‘loca
tion’ and ‘direction’ remain the same.) The life instinct ‘strives for 
the binding of living substance into ever more permanent units’, 
while the death instinct ‘desires regression to the condition before 
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birth, without needs and thus without pain’; it seeks the reversion 
of life to inorganic matter. Human beings’ instincts orient them 
towards satisfaction without tension.44 

2 With the beginning of life, the death instinct becomes sub
jected to the life instinct: destructive energy is diverted either 
towards the outside world in the form of ‘socially useful aggres
sion’, for instance, against nature, or it is directed to help master 
inner impulses. Eros seeks pleasure. But within the environment 
within which the organism develops the immediate gratification of 
the instincts is impossible. 

3 Thus, the psyche’s dynamic is dependent upon the struggle 
between three basic forces: (a) eros (the sexual instinct), (b) the 
death instinct, and (c) material conditions, the ‘world for us’. Cor
responding to these forces there are three principles that govern 
mental functioning: 

the pleasure principle (the search for satisfaction), 
the nirvana principle (the search for the reduction of excitation 

to zero or as low a level as possible), and 
the reality principle (the transformation of energy into goal-

directed behaviour necessitated by conditions imposed by the out
side environment).45 

4 Civilization, Freud argued, rests upon the transformation of 
the species’ orientation from the pleasure principle to the reality 
principle. An unrestrained search for pleasure comes into conflict 
with scarcity in the natural and human environment. According to 
Freud, although the reality principle entails the end of immediate 
satisfaction, it ‘safeguards and modifies’ pleasure. However, Mar-
cuse argues, there is a ‘transubstantiation of pleasure itself. For 
gratification, if available at all, now becomes a byproduct of the 
organization of labour. 

5 The human ego is formed and organized in accordance with 
the reality principle. Reason develops along with a capacity for 
reality testing. As a result, increased production of the ‘means of 
satisfaction’ becomes possible. The scope of wants, needs and the 
instrumentalities for their satisfaction, steadily increases over time. 
Both at the level of individual development (ontogenesis) and 
species development (phylogenesis) this is a major step forward. 
Renunciation was necessary for the progress of civilization. But 
the reality principle has to be continually reinforced. Within each 
individual and epoch, its dominance cannot be taken for granted. 
The pleasure principle survives in the unconscious and conscious 
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to affect reality. Scarcity and the ‘eternal primordial struggle for 
existence’ enforces repression but also the conditions for the 
‘return of the repressed’ (the continuous re-experiencing and 
re-enactment of the repressed conflicts and traumas suffered in 
individual and societal development). 

6 The ego is an ‘outgrowth’ of the primary processes of the id. 
It emerges in order to co-ordinate and control the id’s instinctual 
impulses. It has to fight on two fronts: defending itself against 
reality and modifying instincts which might lead to its destruction. 
But the ego’s processes remain secondary. ‘The memory of 
gratification is at the origin of all thinking, and the impulse to 
recapture past gratification is the hidden driving power behind the 
process of thought.’ The superego develops in the course of the 
ego’s development: it represents ‘external restrictions’ which have 
been introjected into the ego (primarily through the struggle of the 
Oedipus complex). The superego ensures that the ego enforces the 
demands of the past. Thus adherence to a status quo ante is 
implanted in the instinctual structure.46 

7 The repressive transformation of the instincts leads to sys
tematic social restraints; restraints on the individual, on his or her 
labour, and on outer nature itself. Paradoxically, these limitations 
were necessary for a certain freedom and happiness. It is Mar-
cuse’s contention, however, that this is no longer the case today. 

Freud believed that ‘the price of civilization is paid for in forfeit
ing happiness through heightening of the sense of guilt’. 
Every renunciation . . . becomes a dynamic fount of conscience; every 
fresh abandonment of gratification increases its severity and intolerance 
. . . every impulse of aggression which we omit to gratify is taken over by 
the superego and goes to heighten its aggressiveness (against the ego).47 

The more civilization progresses, on Freud’s view, the more re
pressive it has to become in order to sustain instinctual order and, 
therefore, cultural development. While Marcuse agrees with those 
who argue that Freud generalizes from a specific historical form of 
reality to all civilization, from a particular form of the organization 
of the reality principle to a supposedly universal state of affairs, he 
thinks that Freud is right in pointing to a repressive organization of 
instincts that underpins ‘all historical forms of the reality principle 
in civilization’. Freud’s ‘unhistorical’ analysis ‘contains the element 
of its opposite’.48 But in order to develop the Freudian categories 
so that they can be used to account more adequately for changing 
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historical situations, Marcuse introduces two notions: surplus-
repression and the performance principle. The former refers to the 
quantitative impact of specific types of political and economic 
domination on sexuality, while conceding that a certain amount of 
(basic) repression is necessary for the reproduction of civilization. 
The latter denotes the particular historical form of the reality prin
ciple as it is organized, for example, by the exchange principle and 
instrumental reason. These notions, Marcuse argues, remain loyal 
to the main substance of Freud’s thought while differentiating 
more consistently between the biological and socio-historical vicis
situdes of identity formation. They add a fuller historical dimen
sion to the relation between civilization and repression. With the 
aid of these categories, Marcuse feels, he is able to show both the 
correctness and limitedness of the Freudian position. 

8 In the contemporary epoch, the instinctual constraint 
enforced by scarcity has been and is intensified by constraints 
imposed by the hierarchical distribution of scarcity and labour. 
The performance principle leads to surplus repression. Originally, 
sexuality was polymorphous-perverse (there were no temporal 
and spatial limits placed on its manifestation). But at the level of 
ontogenesis and phylogenesis there is a natural movement from 
‘generalized bodily eroticism to genital sexuality’. With the advent 
of the contemporary performance principle, however, this move
ment has been radically accentuated and distorted. The (capitalist) 
performance principle presides over the all but complete desexual-
ization of the pre-genital erogenous zones and explores, at best, 
repressive desublimation: that is, the release of sexuality in ways 
which reduce erotic energy and remain controlled by the reality 
principle. The result is a body ‘free’ for use as labour power. 
‘Under the rule of the performance principle, body and mind are 
made into instruments of alienated labour; they can function as 
such instruments only if they renounce the freedom of the libidinal 
subject-object which the human organism primarily is and 
desires.’49 

9 With the rapid development of the forces of production 
(especially with the development of the processes of mechaniza
tion and automation), the historical necessity for existent forms of 
repression is undermined. Alienated labour is increasingly 
rendered unnecessary. Automation promises the end of the use of 
the body as a mere instrument of production. The technical need 
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for sexual repression can be challenged. For the performance prin
ciple generates the conditions for its own negation.50 Freud’s equa
tion of civilization with repression can be broken – and for reasons, 
according to Marcuse, which are consistent with Freud’s own 
thinking. A vision of a non-repressive order now becomes pos
sible. 

10 Within the ‘dialectic of civilization’ the conditions have 
been created for a reconciliation between the pleasure and reality 
principles. Such a reconciliation would ‘reactivate early stages of 
the libido which were surpassed in the development of the 
reality-ego’, and lead to the dismantlement of existing institutions 
in which the reality principle exists. The goal of the new society 
would be to develop lasting erotic relations between conscious, 
mature individuals. Its conditions include the transformation of 
toil into play, the self-sublimation of sensuousness and the desub-
limation of instrumental reason, and the overcoming of time so 
that gratification can endure. All this adds up to the convergence 
of reason and happiness in a rationality of gratification.51 

Can the sex instincts, released from the distortions imposed by 
surplus repression, create and sustain liberation of this kind? Mar
cuse clearly believes they can. Given specific preconditions – the 
abolition of scarcity, the transformation of relations of production, 
the cultivation of faculties – sexuality, he argues, can create ‘highly 
civilized human relations’. Under the altered conditions there 
could be a reactivation of all erogenous zones and a resurgence of 
pregenital polymorphous sexuality. This does not mean simply the 
pursuit of genital sexuality or the release of suppressed sexuality. 
Previous restrictions on the aim of the object of the instinct would 
be relaxed: ‘the organism in its entirety’ would become ‘the sub
stratum of sexuality’. Sexuality would be integrated with the order 
of work and play. However, in this context, Marcuse further 
argues, sexuality would ‘tend to its own sublimation: the libido 
would not simply reactivate precivilized and infantile stages, but 
would also transform the perverted content of these stages’. While 
the sexual instinct would not be ‘deflected’ from its aim it would be 
‘gratified in activities and relations that are not sexual in the sense 
of “organized” genital sexuality and yet are libidinal and erotic’.52 

What then of the death instinct? Since the death instinct operates 
under the nirvana principle and aims at a state of minimum ten
sion, in a non-repressive society it can be stifled. The conflict be-
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ween life and death would progressively diminish the more society 
approximated the new sensuous order. With changes in social 
structure, Marcuse concludes, eros can be expected to absorb the 
death instinct. 

The conclusions of Marcuse’s analysis are a far cry from 
Adorno’s. Adorno’s emphasis on exposing the negative in reality is 
in marked contrast to Marcuse’s defence of a positive conception 
of reconciliation in human affairs – a reconciliation which suggests 
the possible supersession of all social contradictions. Despite these 
differences, however, Adorno and Marcuse shared, along with 
Horkheimer, a number of similar opinions on the changing nature 
of the individual, the family and society. 

The individual, family and society 
The social influence on character, the Frankfurt theorists argued 
(especially in the mid 1930s), operates most often through the 
family. In liberal capitalist society, the family is the mediator be
tween the economic structure of the order and its ideological super
structure. The family has, as Horkheimer wrote, 
a very special place among the relationships which through conscious and 
unconscious mechanisms influence the psychic character of the vast major
ity of people. The processes that go on within the family shape the child 
from his tenderest years and play a decisive role in the development of his 
capabilities. The growing child experiences the influence of reality accord
ing to the mode in which the latter is reflected in the mirror of the family 
circle.53 

The family, as one of the most important agencies for identity 
formation, ‘sees to it’, Horkheimer maintained, ‘that the kind of 
human character emerges which social life requires, and imparts to 
human beings the indispensable capacity for authoritarian 
attitudes and behaviour on which the existence of the bourgeois 
order largely depends’.54 On these points, Fromm, Reich and the 
Frankfurt school were in agreement. 

Conventionally and traditionally the family is seen as either a 
natural and eternal formation or as an institution the structure and 
change of which can be directly derived from the structure of 
society and its change. In the former case, the ‘naturalistic concep
tion’, the necessity of reproduction and child care are taken for 
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granted and give the family a validity that is beyond question. In 
the latter case, the ‘sociological conception’, no autonomy or 
independence is ascribed to the family’s capacity to maintain or 
promote society. The members of the Frankfurt school rejected 
both these conceptions.55 The term ‘family’, they argued, does not 
refer to a given social form. It is subject to varying “social dynam
ics’ and it, in turn, affects these dynamics. 

Throughout history, the family has, of course, had numerous 
and changing roles. In contradistinction to the period in which it 
was the predominant productive unit, the family of the twentieth 
century has clearly fewer and more ambiguous tasks. Horkheimer, 
in this introductory essay to Studies on Authority and Family, 
argued that ‘not only has the family completely lost many of its 
former functions but even the ones left to it have been affected by 
changes in society as a whole’.56 He noted that in 1911 it was still 
possible for one scholar of the family, Muller-Lyer, to list its func
tions as 

the management of the household, reproduction, rearing, education of 
children, the control of population growth and genetic lines, the develop
ment of sociableness, the care of the sick and elderly, the accumulation 
and hereditary transmission of capital and other property, as well as the 
determination of choice of occupation.57 

Today (1936), however, Horkheimer stressed, sociological publi
cations are full of evidence that the family is unable to fulfil these 
functions adequately. Increasingly, the family is ‘under the sign of 
crisis’. Concentration of capital in large-scale manufacturing, the 
increasing intervention of the state in previously private realms of 
determination, mobility of labour, etc., have all contributed to an 
alteration of the structures which condition and support family 
life.58 In Horkheimer’s opinion, the family still exercises necessary 
functions – production and nurturing of children, for instance. But 
it does so ‘in an ever more inadequate way due to increasing 
contradictions and crises’. This situation can be altered only with a 
radical change in the organization of social relations. The adequate 
fulfilment of ‘family tasks’ depends on the creation of a non
competitive, rational society.59 In order to examine this view more 
carefully three questions need to be asked. What is Horkheimer et 
al’s conception of the modern family? Why is the family held to be 
operating in an increasingly inadequate way? What is their concep
tion of an alternative? 
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In the Communist Manifesto, Marx argued that the bourgeois 
family was founded on capital and private gain. Its form and con
tent depended on commodity production and successful capital 
accumulation. The ‘hallowed co-relation of parent and child’ was, 
he held, ‘bourgeois clap-trap’.60 Hegel, writing in the 
Phenomenology, had had a very different conception. For him the 
family represented the ‘indwelling principle of sociality’. It was a 
‘natural ethical community’, the foundation, ultimately, for all 
communities.61 Hegel recognized, however, an opposition between 
the family and the larger community. The family’s positive pur
pose was ‘ the individual as such’; individuals are valued for their 
own sakes.62 Outside the family, in civil society, individuals act ‘ in 
segregation and violation’, in competition with one another. Hegel 
did not conceive of a resolution to this opposition. He was unable, 
as Horkheimer put it, ‘to think of the possibility of a truly united 
and rational society’ in which ‘ the individual as such’ could be the 
centre of all social institutions.63 The Frankfurt school’s own 
approach drew upon Hegel’s and Marx’s concepts. The family, in 
their view, served contradictory functions and needs. 

As people were being reduced to mere adjuncts of the means of 
production, a similar process was occurring, it was argued, within 
the family in so far as set sex roles were determining individuals’ 
fates: ‘the father was becoming the money-earner, the woman a 
sexual object or a domestic servant, and the children either heirs of 
the family possessions or living forms of social security who would 
later make up with interest. . . the effort expended upon them’.64 

But within the family itself, it was still the case, according to 
Horkheimer and Adorno, that the individual could find some care 
and protection. It was a place where suffering and injury could be 
given expression and where the individual could voice protest 
against the outside world. In contradistinction to public life, rela
tionships were not conditioned directly by production and the 
market. Individuals were not simply in a competitive exchange-
relation. Horkheimer made the point thus: 

In contrast to public life, within the family . . . human beings always had 
the possibility of being effective not as a mere function but as human 
beings. Whilst in bourgeois life the collective interest [gemeinschaftliche 
Interesse] – even where it is not mediated through contract as in times of 
natural catastrophe, war or in repression of revolution – bears an essen
tially negative character concerning itself with defence against danger, it 
has in sexual love and maternal care a positive character. In this context 
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the development and happiness of the other is the aim. . . . In the yearning 
of some adults for the paradise of their childhood, in the manner in which 
a mother speaks of her son, even if he is in conflict with the world . . . there 
are notions and forces alive, which though not connected [tied] to the exis
tence of the contemporary family – and are even in danger of atrophy in this 
[social] form – have no other resting place in the bourgeois order of life than 
in the family.’65 

In Minima Moralia, Adorno adopted a similar stance.66 

But family life, Horkheimer and Adorno agreed, was being 
progressively undermined. Changes in familial relations were 
being forced by the transformation of liberal capitalism into a 
‘post-competitive’, state-capitalist system. In the context of the 
specification of these general stages of the development of capital
ism, study was focused on the relationship between family, author
ity and authoritarianism. 

The birth of capitalism emancipated the family from serfdom. 
Yet the family retained a pseudo-feudal, hierarchical structure as 
the direct personal dependence of women and children survived in 
the home.67 The power of the father was always based on the 
dependence of others; he had the capacity to give or withhold 
things that were greatly wanted. Under capitalism the basis of his 
authority was, at least for a period, reinforced: ‘father’ rules the 
roost not only in virtue of his physical strength but also because he 
is often the sole breadwinner (and, as a consequence, the one with 
the most experience of the ‘real world’ etc.). The relative isolation 
of women and helplessness of children in the home strengthens his 
position. 

The seeming naturalness of father’s power ensures that the 
restricted family is ‘a first-rate schooling in the authority behaviour 
specific to this society’. The world in which the male child grows 
(most of the Frankfurt studies focus on the male child), is one of 
dependence. His experience and fantasies of the world, the mode 
in which he peoples it, his ideas, wishes and dreams are all, Hork
heimer claimed, ‘dominated by the thought of man’s power over 
man, of above and below, of command and obedience’.68 

Psychoanalytic theory is drawn upon to explore the processes of 
the child’s identity formation in this situation. 

One of the corner-stones of psychoanalysis is the Oedipus com
plex. Freud believed that this complex constituted the fundamen
tal mechanism in the development of the child and was the ‘nuc
leus of neurosis’. The complex defines a crucial avenue in which 
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the struggle for personal autonomy is or is not realized. Crudely 
put, the child desires (at the age of 4 or 5) the parent of the 
opposite sex. The desire is thwarted as the child fears the repercus
sions (for example castration) from the parent of the same sex. 
The result is various forms of identification with, and internaliza
tion of, the commands and prohibitions of the parent of the same 
sex. The child redirects the aim of his desire. The internalization 
of a previously feared outside authority figure (the father) be
comes an important stage in the successful development of the ego. 
The relationship must be internalized and the superego thus 
formed. As Marcuse wrote, 

through the struggle with father and mother as personal targets of love 
and aggression, the younger generation entered societal life with impulses, 
ideas, and needs which were largely their own . . . the formation of their 
superego, the repressive modification of their impulses, their renunciation 
and sublimation were very personal experiences.69 

Through these experiences the child takes over the role of the 
father, develops a conception of self and wins autonomy. How
ever, through these experiences the child also learns to respect 
what is existent and given. In this process he comes to understand 
and adapt to the bourgeois relationship to authority.70 The son, 
Horkheimer argued, 

may think what he will of his father, but if he is to avoid conflicts and 
costly refusals he must submit to his father and satisfy him. The father is, 
in the last analysis, always right where his son is concerned. The father 
represents power and success, and the only way the son can preserve in his 
own mind a harmony often shattered in the years before puberty’s end, is 
to endow his father, the strong and powerful one, with all the other 
qualities the son considers estimable . . . childhood in a limited family 
becomes an habituation to an authority which in an obscure way unites a 
necessary social function with power over men.71 

In this situation whatever autonomy the child achieves develops 
‘with and against the other’. But with the massive changes that 
have occurred with the development of capitalism, this process, 
Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse all argued, has radically 
altered. With the decline of the independence of the economic 
subject, the subject itself is threatened with the loss of its auton
omy. The sociological conditions of the Oedipal situation were 
thought to be decisively changing and, with them, the 
psychodynamics of identity formation. This process was analysed 
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in a number of different ways by the three men. But from all their 
analyses, two factors emerge as central: increasingly the legitimacy 
of the father’s authority is undermined, and the child aspires ever 
less to become like his father. 

Although they recognized that the authority structure of the 
family and, in particular, the father may maintain itself after its 
material basis has disappeared, they nonetheless contended that 
this structure had been severely weakened. Drawing on evidence 
collected from a wide variety of sources, including the Institute’s 
own Studies on Authority and Family, they argued that within the 
family children are provided with less and less protection against 
the pressures of the outside world.72 For the family’s reliability as a 
source of economic life support is decreasing. The father’s position 
as wage or salary earner is insecure. Particularly during times of 
chronic unemployment and inflation, his position as provider is 
severely threatened if not completely undermined. With the reduc
tion of his authority as a transmitter of material goods, there is also 
a reduction of his authority as a teacher of skills and experiences. 
In the total schema of things, ‘father’ has less and less to offer. One 
of the foundation stones of his image as ‘potent’ is shattered. 

The position of the father is made worse by his sons’ early 
‘economic maturity’. In Studies it was found that adolescent boys 
are increasingly independent of their father’s income. Of course, 
during economic crisis they are some of the first to be made redun
dant. Nonetheless, their sense of independence lives on and is a 
permanent challenge to paternal authority.73 

The forces leading to the progressive disintegration of the family 
have by no means solely the ‘positive aspect of liberation from 
heteronomous authority’. The decline of the bourgeois family does 
not entail that ‘freer, less authoritarian forms are taking their 
place’.74 In fact, more authoritarian forms took their place in 
Weimar and Nazi Germany and are taking hold often today. As it 
was expressed in Aspects of Sociology: 

in the early phases of his development the child still undergoes the same 
experiences of hate and love with respect to his father, which constituted 
the Oedipus complex. . . . More rapidly than before, however, the child 
discovers that the father by no means embodies the power, justice and 
goodness the child had initially expected. The actual weakness of the 
father within society . . . extends into the innermost cells of the psychic 
household: the child can no longer identify with the father, no longer can 
accomplish that internalization of the familial demands, which with all 
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their repressive moments still contributed decisively to the formation of an 
autonomous individual. Therefore there is today actually no longer the 
conflict between the powerful family and the no less powerful ego; instead 
the two, equally weak are split apart. . . . From his relationship to his 
father the child now carries away only the abstract idea of arbitrary, 
unconditional power and strength and then searches for a stronger, more 
powerful father than the real one, who is truly adequate to this image, a 
super-father, as it were, like the one produced by the totalitarian 
ideologies.75 

Father’s weakness means that his prohibitions do not have the 
force they once possessed. The superego is not formed in the usual 
manner; it no longer evolves in a protracted struggle with the 
father. Although the child still learns of father’s strength and 
power – which is of course greater than his own – he is, as he gets 
older, made ever more aware of father’s ‘impotence’ in reality. 
The father is unable to justify his image in the child’s eyes. In this 
situation the child retains a concept of the powerful but searches 
elsewhere for its fulfilment. A general state of susceptibility is 
created to outside forces. Increasingly the superego is the rep
resentative of collectivities, for example the school class, the 
club, the state. The child has to adapt to an external authority that 
is ‘more powerful and less spiritual, less “internalized” than paren
tal authority ever was’ .76 

In this context the child continues to fear and submit to author
ity. Fear, in fact, becomes one of the main sources of motivation. 
The development from a state of fearing ‘another’ (the father), to 
the internalization of this outside figure and, therefore, to the 
negation of this fear, does not occur. The process of internalization 
fails. Thus, an autonomous ego is not formed. The overwhelming 
pressures of external forces, the culture industry and other 
‘authorities’ become more influential in determining the demands 
and prohibitions with which the individual identifies. 

This view of changes in the pattern of identity formation is not 
only consistent with aspects of Freud’s work but dependent upon 
certain of his insights, especially those disclosed in his Group 
Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego. In this text Freud argued 
that, in a number of situations, the object of libidinal cathexis can 
be put in the place of the ‘ego-ideal’ (which he later replaced by 
the concept superego). He discussed the situation in which the 
ideal of the father can be transferred to secondary groups and their 
leaders. He interpreted this process as one in which ‘the individual 
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gives up his ego-ideal and substitutes it for the group ideal as 
embodied in the leader’.77 This can occur when ‘a number of indi
viduals have put one and the same object in the place of their 
ego-ideals and have consequently identified themselves with one 
another in their ego’: that is, all egos now have the same (relation
ship to the) ego-ideal. In such circumstances ‘we have an impres
sion’, Freud points out, ‘of a state in which an individual’s private 
emotional impulses and intellectual acts are too weak to come to 
anything by themselves and are entirely dependent for this on 
being reinforced by being repeated in a similar way in other mem
bers of the group’.78 

On the Frankfurt school’s account, this is the case today. The 
male child does not wish to become like his father but, rather, like 
the image projected by the culture industry (or by fascist 
demagogues, as in Nazi Germany). The classical process of ego 
differentiation and individuation is increasingly undermined. An 
autonomous ego is not formed and yet there is submission to 
authority. The modern family, interlocked with other institutions, 
produces ‘the ideal object of totalitarian integration’. For the ‘col
lectivized Ego-ideal is the satanic counterpart of a liberated ego’.79 

These developments were thought to have been exacerbated by 
changes in the role of the mother. Writing in 1936 Horkheimer 
stressed that if the present-day family remains a source of strength 
to resist dehumanization it is essentially because ‘women still fos
ter human relations’.80 But, he added, ‘it must also be recognized 
that because of her dependence woman herself has been changed’. 
Her dependence in the family, and in extra-familial institutions, on 
men ensures that her own development is lastingly restricted. 
Despite enforced passivity and the systematic restrictions on her 
wants and needs, ‘mother’, Horkheimer argued, strengthens the 
authority of the status quo in two ways. First, through her depen
dence on her husband’s economic resources and earnings she is 
linked to his ambition. As a result, she often becomes a conserva
tive force: her main worries often focus on the stability of her 
husband’s work and income, thus reinforcing a ‘sense of economic 
and social responsibility’. Struggle against given historical condi
tions becomes, therefore, fraught with greater anxiety.81 Second, 
through her submission to the patriarchal family, women become 
instruments for sustaining the existing patterns of relations and 
authority. Since women are particularly dependent on the equa
tion of marriage, security and family, they contribute to the social 
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maintenance of sex roles and to the exaltation of marriage, thereby 
inhibiting non-monogamous sensual urges.82 

Women’s gradual admission into the economic world of the 
male has not helped, according to both Horkheimer and Adorno. 
Increasingly, she also takes over the behaviour patterns of a 
thoroughly reified society. She becomes ‘just another mouthpiece 
of reality’. Her former capacity to be a ‘mitigating intermediary’ 
between her children and brute reality is sapped.83 

These social processes had, of course, a class-specific impact. 
When conditions in the labour market were more or less buoyant, 
proletarian families took the shape, in Horkheimer’s view, of the 
bourgeois family, although some differences remained. He felt 
that the fate of the proletarian families in the modern era was 
often similar to the case described above but he recognized that 
working-class families were particularly susceptible to external 
forces. Economic pressures quickly forced husband, wife and child 
(in the early stages of capitalist development) and husband and 
wife (in advanced capitalism) outside the home. As a consequence, 
home life became more difficult. With unemployment the situation 
was made even worse. ‘There can be no longer any question of a 
private existence with its own satisfactions and values. In the 
extreme case, the family becomes the available form of sexual 
satisfaction and, for the rest, a source of multiplied anxieties.’84 

In 1936, Horkheimer still maintained that 
Out of the suffering caused by the oppressive conditions that prevail 
under the sign of bourgeois authority, there can arise a new community 
. . . to replace the individualistic motive as the dominant bond in relation
ships.’85 

Horkheimer’s view seemed to be that as the family fulfilled fewer 
and fewer of the tasks that sprang from its original antagonistic 
character, a community of men and women might arise outside of 
the family. It must be said, however, that the nature of this ‘possi
bility’ is never elaborated in his work. It is conceived only nega
tively. His texts are full of highly suggestive remarks but there is no 
full historical account. 

Adorno’s essays on ego weakness and narcissism 
In a number of essays written during the 1940s and 1950s Adorno 
sought to explore further the psychoanalytic dimension of the 
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individual’s loss of autonomy.86 He set out to examine the conse
quences of the failure of the process of internalization. Of these, 
two in particular were of importance: ego weakness and narciss
ism, which leave the id impulses susceptible to manipulation. 
According to Adorno, Freud ‘clearly foresaw the rise and nature 
of fascist mass movements in purely psychological categories’.87 In 
Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (1922), Freud came 
to see, through reflection on the individual, ‘traces of its profound 
crises and willingness to yield unquestioningly to powerful outside, 
collective agencies’. In his ‘Freudian theory and the pattern of 
Fascist propaganda’, Adorno registered agreement with this 
analysis. 

Following Freud, he believed that ‘the bond which integrates the 
individuals into a mass, is of a libidinal nature’ and is to be 
explained in terms of the pleasure principle – in terms of the 
gratifications individuals obtain when they surrender to a large 
group. Within a group the individual is in a situation which 
encourages the undoing of repressions of unconscious instincts, 
thereby unleashing and utilizing energy ‘from other psychological 
agencies which are pressed into the service of the unconscious’ (for 
example, energies of destructiveness or energies which derive from 
the subjects’ archaic inheritance).88 The central mechanism for 
transformation of libido into a bond between follower and fol
lower and between follower and leader is identification. 
Identification involves an essential, primitive narcissistic aspect, 
one which makes the ‘be loved object part of oneself. The 
authoritarian leader becomes, Adorno argued, ‘an enlargement of 
the subject’s own personality’. Hence strong narcissistic impulses 
can be absorbed and satisfied by identification and idealization of a 
leader. Hostility to ‘out groups’ can also be explained by this 
mechanism: for all individual and/or group characteristics which 
are different from the ‘in-group’s’ own pattern of development are 
taken as a criticism or threat.89 Adorno’s discussion of the relation
ship between the id, ego and superego in circumstances such as 
these remains incomplete. In ‘Sociology and psychology’, how
ever, he stressed that the ego’s formation under modern conditions 
is subject to severe strain. In an analysis of the ego he pursued the 
theme of its present weakness and narcissistic tendencies. 

The concept of ego is dialectical; ‘both psychic and extrapsychic, 
a quantum of libido and the representative of outside reality’. The 
ego is ‘the co-ordinator of psychic impulses’. It both ‘arrests the 



136 The Frankfurt School 

play of inner forces’ and tests them against outside reality.90 But its 
cognitive activity, Adorno argued, ‘performed in the interests of 
self-preservation, has to be constantly reversed, and self-
awareness forgone in the interests of self-preservation’.91 This is 
because the ego has both to understand society in order to operate 
within it and in order to sustain this operation it has to establish 
unconscious prohibitions to manage the ‘often senseless renuncia
tions imposed on it’. Further, many forms of renunciation remain 
unintelligible; they are prohibitions which the individual does not 
identify with nor internalize. Thus, the contradictory situation 
arises in which ‘the ego is supposed to be both, qua consciousness, 
the opposite of repression, and, qua unconsciousness, the repres
sive agency itself.92 Freud did not, on Adorno’s account, provide 
an adequate view of the ‘life and death’ nature of the ego’s posi
tion. (Adorno’s views on the concept of superego remain some
what unclear in this essay. Traces of the concept remain, although 
it is evident that, because of the changing structure of the family 
etc., Adorno no longer thinks this key Freudian category can be 
employed in the traditional manner.) 

The ego, Adorno held, is constantly ‘taxed beyond its powers’. 
Where the ego does not develop its potential for self-
differentiation, it regresses towards ego-libido – libido which 
cathects the ego (the ego is taken as love-object) – or, at the very 
minimum, it mingles its conscious and unconscious functions. The 
usual result is that the ego is both negated and rigidified: there is 
chronic ego weakness (which the Authoritarian Personality sought 
to understand) and narcissism. In fact, Adorno appears to suggest 
that narcissism replaces internalization. In narcissism the ego’s 
self-preserving function is retained, but ‘split off from that of con
sciousness and thus lost to rationality’.93 The ego is left in a frail 
state both in its relation to the instincts and to outside forces. This 
frailty is usually experienced as ‘narcissistic injury’. The ensuing 
experiences of helplessness gives the ego limited choices in any 
attempt to overcome its position: it can either change reality or 
retreat to the id. Retreat is frequently chosen. But the exact nature 
of retreat, the course of regression, is determined by objective 
historical factors. The individual is exposed to a variety of sources 
offering gratification and protection. Taking advantage of this sus
ceptibility, particular social forces can mobilize id impulses and 
infantile defence mechanisms to their advantage. Fascism and the 
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culture industry feed on and nurture regression. They determine 
its prevalent form. 

Marcuse: the obsolescence of the Freudian concept of man? 
Pursuing a number of similar ideas, Marcuse argues that as a result 
of the strengthening of extra-familial authority, the absorption of 
the ego’s confrontation with father by ‘social reason’, there is a 
‘reification of the ego itself’.94 The ego’s independence is under
mined. Delivered to the superego, it becomes ‘all the more a sub
ject of destruction and all the less a subject of Eros’. As individuals 
tend to identify with a group ideal at the expense of their own 
ego-ideals, external, conventional and stereotyped values replace 
their own thinking. The individual’s psychological state becomes 
highly rigid and, therefore, unable to cope with the unexpected. 
The unpredictable and irrational remain unmastered. The ego is 
faced with growing anxiety, constriction and destructiveness.95 

Marcuse’s analysis, however, goes a step further than that of 
Adorno (and of Freud). He contends that the decline of entre
preneurial capitalism, the decline in importance of inherited skills, 
the rise of general education and the expansion of public and 
private administrations have all been so dramatic that even 
Freud’s group psychology seems obsolete. Freud’s theory requires 
the internalization of social control through a struggle between 
instinctual and social needs – a struggle which takes place within 
the ego and against personal authority.96 No matter how remote 
this authority is from the individual’s life, it must still be 
‘embodied’ in a person, so that the ego ideal can be transferred to 
the leader (or an equivalent) as father image. Film stars, ‘per
sonalities’ and ‘leaders’, of course, still have an effect in this role. 
But today’s conditions, Marcuse declares, do not correspond to the 
society Freud observed; we are faced with a ‘society without 
fathers’ and, as a consequence, the threat of an enormous release 
of destructive energy. Even stars and leaders are increasingly 
caught up in the seemingly self-perpetuating authority of the pro
duction apparatus: a society of total reification. The ego-ideal 
becomes embodied in economic laws: ‘the technical code, the 
moral code, and that of profitable productivity are merged into 
one effective whole’.97 Society is still, of course, held together by a 
form of libidinal relationship. But it is a relationship constituted by 
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reified social relations and personified things (for example auto
mobiles). Everyday gratification remains ungratifying, unsatisfac
tory: it reflects repressive desublimation. 

In a society tending toward one-dimensionality, the individual 
Freud understood is threatened with obsolescence. In summary 
this is because: 

severe limits are placed on ego development; 
there is a decline of the position of the father; 
individuals do not develop an autonomous conscience; 
values and prohibitions become less central to the individual’s 

concerns and reflections; 
there is a transference of the ego ideal to a group ideal – now itself 

being undermined; 
repressive desublimation reinforces social control. 

As a result regression and the transgression of old moral codes 
become ever more likely. A certain amount of aggression, in Mar-
cuse’s opinion, is absorbed by normalized avenues of hostility 
towards ‘sanctioned’ out-groups, for instance communists, black 
people. But a situation of unstable equilibrium is created. It is a 
situation which could be undermined by any number of events and 
which could well lead to the further unleashing of irrational forces. 

Thus, despite themselves, the neo-Freudians registered a truth 
about existing society: the Freudian model of the individual is an 
unsatisfactory basis for understanding the individual’s fate in soci
ety. However, Marcuse argues, ‘psychoanalysis draws its strength 
from its obsolescence: from its insistence on individual needs and 
individual potentialities which have become outdated’ in the pres
ent. ‘That which is obsolete is not, by this token false . . . the 
Freudian concepts invoke not only a past left behind but also a 
future to be recaptured’.98 The neo-Freudians, therefore, are 
guilty of absolutizing a developmental trend in society. They take 
society’s present for its essence. Their ‘realism’ marks a premature 
and false abandonment of the ‘most provocative hypotheses’ of 
psychoanalysis. 

Studies on prejudice and authoritarianism 
The Institute initiated and participated in a variety of projects to 
investigate the relationship between the individual, family and soc-
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iety. Some of its most original empirical work was executed in this 
area. The focus was nearly always on problems relating to pre
judice, authority and authoritarianism. From the early 1930s 
Horkheimer sought to plan and involve himself in research in this 
field. In the 1940s, Adorno participated in one of the most far 
reaching studies ever conducted in social psychology in an effort to 
pursue at an empirical level many of his concerns about the indi
vidual’s capacity for authoritarian behaviour. Marcuse was one of 
the few who did not carry out extensive empirical work on these 
(and, in fact, on all the other) issues. 

The most well known and most important study was, of course, 
The Authoritarian Personality (1950) by Adorno, Else Frenkel-
Brunswick, Daniel Levinson and R. Nevitt Sanford. But the study 
was only one part of a larger project entitled Studies in Prejudice. 
It consisted in its published form of five volumes. Apart from The 
Authoritarian Personality, these include: Prophets of Deceit (1949) 
by Leo Lowenthal and Norbert Guterman; Rehearsal for Destruc
tion (1949) by Paul Massing; Dynamics of Prejudice: A Psycholog
ical and Sociological Study of Veterans (1950), by Bruno Bet-
telheim and Morris Janowitz; and Anti-Semitism and Emotional 
Disorder: A Psychanalytic Interpretation (1950), by Nathan W. 
Ackerman and Marie Jahoda. The Studies were directed by 
Horkheimer. Although he did not write extensively in any of the 
volumes, he shaped the overall plan of the contributions and much 
of the final content.” Project work began in 1945. 

Lowenthal and Guterman’s work investigated the devices em
ployed by ‘rabble-rousers’, a small group of American neo-fascist 
demagogues, to win over and stimulate audiences. The research 
consisted of a series of detailed analysis of radio speeches, leaflets 
and pamphlets written by people often explicitly sympathetic to 
Hitler. It was discovered that the ‘rhetorical tricks’ were often the 
same in America and Nazi Germany. This was not simply because 
the Americans copied the Nazis. Rather, it was because in both 
countries the agitators speculated and played on similar emotions. 
Since few positive political programmes emerged from their 
speeches, it seemed clear that the conveyance of rational informa
tion was not their goal. Their often ‘shrewdly emotional’ oratory 
sought to provide surrogate satisfactions for audiences through the 
very nature of the oratory itself. Their whole style, Lowenthal and 
Guterman argued, functioned as a form of wish-fulfilment, sub-
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stituting means for ends. It appealed to the individual, to the ‘little 
man’ who seeks to be less lonely, threatened and isolated. It 
speaks to the secretly self-ordained who wish to belong, to be 
powerful and great. The agitator’s ceaseless repetition of clichés, 
and the rigid thinking that it reflected, was investigated further 
by some of the other studies. 

While Paul Massing’s text provided an account of the emergence 
of anti-Semitism – as a  political tool and confused expression of 
social protest – in imperial Germany, Bettelheim and Janowitz 
presented a substantial analysis of prejudice among veterans. 
Lengthy interviews were carried out with 150 such individ
uals in Chicago. Although Bettelheim and Janowitz concluded 
that the weaker the personality the more vulnerable the individual 
to outside influences, they did not find positive correlations bet
ween conformity and prejudice – one of the main findings of The 
Authoritarian Personality. (It has been suggested that the discre
pancy between the two studies on this issue can be explained by 
the different class backgrounds of those in their respective 
samples.)100 But in agreement with The Authoritarian Personality, 
they found that prejudice tends to diminish with increased ego 
strength; an autonomous ego is more tolerant than an ego formed 
in processes involving inadequate internalization and differentia
tion. Ackerman’s and Jahoda’s research consisted of a secondary 
analysis of forty case studies collected from twenty-five analysts. 
Both Ackerman, a trained analyst, and Jahoda were extremely 
reluctant to draw generalizations about the relation between 
anti-Semitism and particular emotional syndromes. The 
psychological specificity of the anti-Semite varies, they argued, 
from case to case. ‘The selection of anti-Semitism – from the 
psychodynamic point of view – . . . is a more or less accidental 
manifestation of the prejudiced person’s deficiencies.’ A readiness 
to generalize, however, about the relation between aspects of per
sonality and prejudice, was not absent from the authors of The 
Authoritarian Personality. 

The authors of this study benefited greatly (as did Studies in 
Prejudice generally) from previous research conducted by the 
Institute – particularly from two early projects concerned with 
beliefs and their relation to character.101 The Authoritarian Per
sonality aimed at analysing the susceptibility of individuals to 
anti-democratic propaganda. It sought to investigate the socio-
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psychological preconditions of the potential fascist. The central 
question was: why do certain individuals have fascist leanings 
while others do not? The study endeavoured to establish intercon
nections between certain character traits and beliefs, such as 
aggressive nationalism and racial prejudice. Its authors were 
guided by the hypothesis that ‘the political, economic, and social 
convictions of an individual often form a broad and coherent pat
tern . . . and this pattern is an expression of deep-lying trends in his 
personality’.102 The study claimed to uncover a personality syn
drome which is associated directly with rigid, dogmatic and pre
judiced thinking. 

Adorno and Sanford were the co-directors of the project. San-
ford, along with Else Frankel-Brunswick and Daniel Levinson, 
were leading members of the Berkeley Public Opinion Study 
Group, with which the Institute co-operated for the duration of 
the project. The Berkeley contribution, not surprisingly, consider
ably strengthened the Institute’s capacity to handle research tech
niques, including the creation of scales, the categorization and 
quantification of interview material, and the use of statistical tech
niques. While each of the four authors participated in many parts 
of the study, there was a division of labour.103 

The project combined both quantitative and qualitative 
approaches: questionnaires, statistical tests, projective measures 
and clinical interviews. Despite Adorno’s very critical attitude 
towards the use of quantitative methods, he felt that given a suit
able theoretical framework, they could be employed fruitfully.104 

The categories which underpin quantitative research are, he 
insisted, always qualitative and must be derived from appropriate 
theoretical considerations.105 The project’s main categories were 
derived from psychoanalytic characterology. The study’s model of 
the individual was influenced heavily by Freud. Academic 
psychology provided the approach to the more directly observable 
and measurable aspects of personality. But Adorno characteristi
cally did not feel that the theory which underpinned the study was 
on test in the study itself. As he put it, 

we never regarded the theory simply as a set of hypotheses but as in some 
sense standing on its own feet, and therefore did not intend to prove or 
disprove the theory through our findings but only to derive from it con
crete questions for investigation, which must then be judged on their own 
merit and demonstrate certain prevalent socio-psychological structures.106 
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The Authoritarian Personality, he thought, succeeded in demon
strating the existence of such structures, although he admitted that 
the study as a whole was open to a number of fundamental critic
isms.107 

The subject population for the project was drawn from fairly 
diverse groups, though there was a very marked slant in the sample 
towards the middle-class. Over 2000 questionnaires were distri
buted. On the basis of the results, approximately one-tenth of the 
respondents were interviewed. In order to help clarify the meaning 
of the data from questionnaires, interviews, which often extended 
over a number of sessions, explored issues relating to both the 
individual’s childhood and relationship to the family, and his or her 
‘world-view’. Both questionnaires and interview schedules were 
carefully drawn up so that results from each could be compared 
and contrasted. Interviews were designed so that they could be 
analysed statistically and employed to assess further the results 
from the questionnaires.108 

The most famous device employed by the project was the ‘F-
scale’, so-called because it is concerned with the measurement of 
‘implicit prefascist tendencies’. The scale was the result of continu
ous efforts to measure anti-Semitism, ethnocentrism and political 
and economic conservatism, and their respective relation to 
character structure. Research began by using three separate scales 
to measure each phenomenon; respectively, the A–S scale, the E 
scale and the PEC scale. The F-scale synthesized aspects of the 
three measurement devices. It had two interrelated goals: to 
measure prejudice without mentioning, for example, religious and 
ethnic groups; and to measure the character structure underlying 
such opinions. The aim was to reveal a ‘syndrome’ or ‘structural 
unit’ which its authors declared represents the potentially fascist 
character. The syndrome was thought to be constituted by nine 
basic personality variables: 
Conventionalism Rigid adherence to conventional, middle-class 

values. 
Authoritarian submission Submissive, uncritical attitude towards 

idealized moral authorities of the ingroup. 
Authoritarian aggression Tendency to be on the look-out for, 

and to condemn, reject and punish people who violate conven
tional values. 
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Anti-intraception Opposition to the subjective, the imaginative, 
the tender-minded. 

Superstition and stereotypy The belief in mystical determinants of 
the individual’s fate; the disposition to think in rigid categories. 

Power and ‘toughness’ Preoccupation with the dominance– 
submission, strong–weak, leader–follower dimension; 
identification with power figures; overemphasis upon the con
ventionalized attributes of the ego; exaggerated assertion of 
strength and toughness. 

Destructiveness and cynicism Generalized hostility, vilification of 
the human. 

Projectivity The disposition to believe that wild and dangerous 
things go on in the world; the projection outwards of uncon
scious emotional impulses. 

Sex Exaggerated concern with sexual ‘goings-on’.109 

Within the general frame of reference of the authoritarian person
ality a number of further types, or subsyndromes, were pointed to; 
they were differentiated according to an emphasis on one or 
another of the personality variables. The subsyndromes were ana
lysed by Adorno on the basis of the empirical findings and theo
retical developments of the study.110 They were given a tentative 
status. For Adorno, they suggested the necessity of further 
research into each of the character traits. 

A massive array of data was presented by the authors and was 
claimed to give ‘considerable support’ to the contention that the 
general syndrome existed. The results attained by the F-scale were 
found to have a .75 correlation with those of the E-scale. Although 
the average correlation between the F and the PEC scale was only 
about .57, this was explained by the prevalence of ‘pseudoconser-
vatism’, a phenomenon that was thought to be ‘most expressive of 
the personality trends which the F-scale measures’. Pseudoconser-
vatism entails a relatively superficial identification with 
authoritarian patterns with considerable carry-overs of emo
tional conflicts (strong ambivalence and destructive counter-
tendencies).111 The authors refrained from drawing many general
izations about how widespread the authoritarian personality might 
be. No data was presented about the frequency of high and low 
scores within the surveyed population.112 But despite this stance, a 
number of remarks can be found which suggest that the research-
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ers had a view about the extent of the syndrome. In his section, 
Adorno referred to an ‘indubitable mass basis’ and general con
cluding comments suggested that the majority of the tested popu
lation are not very high but in the middle of the scale.113 These 
remarks were at best, given the data base, injudicious (as critics of 
the study have pointed out). They do not point (nor are they, of 
course, intended to) to the most interesting aspects of the project: 
the revelation of the syndrome itself. 

The classic authoritarian type emerges, Adorno argued, from a 
sado-masochistic resolution of the Oedipus complex. Love for the 
mother is placed under a severe taboo. A strict father, or a general 
atmosphere of coldness and little love, forces the infant to repress 
feelings of desire. A home of marked but often arbitrary discipline 
ensures that strong feelings of ambivalence and hostility to the 
parents have to be hidden. The child must learn to direct his feel
ings along socially acceptable channels. Hatred for the father is, as 
a result, transformed by reaction-formation into love.114 The early 
rebellion against the father is thereby also repressed, but only to 
resurface later in the form of authoritarian aggression – aggression 
that is turned both into masochism and sadism. 

Findings from the interviews indicated that those who were 
highly susceptible to fascist propaganda idealized their parents and 
uncritically identified with their families. The image of the parents 
is conventionalized and stereotyped: the father is ‘stern, just, suc
cessful, detached and a (sometimes) generous disciplinarian’, while 
the mother is ‘good looking, healthy, clean and endowed with 
many practical skills’. A tendency to complete submissiveness to 
family authority in early childhood was also revealed. Repressed 
early resentment of parental harshness seemed to go hand in hand 
with the parents’ idealization. But along with these attitudes, little 
evidence was found of genuine attachment to the parents as indi
viduals – to their problems and weaknesses. As Horkheimer sum
marized the point, ‘the abstract glorification of the family is paral
leled by an almost complete lack of concrete emotional ties, either 
positive or negative, to the parents’.115 The actual underlying 
‘weakness’ of the parents’ position was suggested by the way in 
which parental values remained ego-alien to the child. In these 
circumstances a particular type of superego is formed; one which 
remains over-rigid and externalized.116 Thus, the father does not 
have genuine inner authority. The child’s identity remains poorly 
integrated and susceptible to external pressures. 
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The authoritarian syndrome is based, then, on ego weakness. 
Outside forces, of suitable intensity and direction, can activate and 
draw upon the repressed urges. In the face of powerful social 
forces, the ego is unable to cope with the demands of self-
determination. Unmanageable and repressed desires are dealt 
with by projecting them on to groups in the environment. In the 
search for security and escape from responsibility, the individual 
identifies with powerful external authorities. Submissiveness and 
coldness, combined with aggression (against the self but projected) 
against others, are the likely characteristics of this type. Relief and 
pleasure are gained from obedience and from the ‘destruction’ of 
those who are weak and represent qualities the individual finds 
intolerable in his or her self. 

The syndrome is, Adorno suggested, highly characteristic of the 
lower-middle classes in Europe.117 It is likely to result from condi
tions in which the structure of the family are rapidly changing, 
where there is disintegration of (petit-bourgeois) property rela
tions, and discrepancy between actual and aspired status.118 These 
conditions, themselves the result of ‘the false goals of the 
economy’, exacerbate individual propensities for sado
masochism.119 Exaltation of the in-group, racial prejudice, a 
commitment to nationalism and a contempt for indecision, discus
sion and democracy become familiar attitudes of this type. But a 
pervasive confusion about political and social issues also typifies 
the authoritarian personality: political attitudes are often riddled 
with fear and uncertainty. 

In an analysis of the belief structures of those interviewed, 
Adorno showed that although there is an ‘ignorance and confusion 
. . . when it comes to social matters beyond the range of . . . 
immediate experience’, a gap exists between individuals’ ‘official’ 
ideology – what they feel (and think they ought to feel) about the 
conventional sphere of politics – and their ideas about issues which 
express more immediate problems and needs. In the discussion of 
everyday concerns, Adorno detected a certain progressiveness.120 

Thus, an incomplete identification with authoritarian patterns was 
revealed: a pseudo-conservatism. As against genuine conservat
ism, this type can be compatible with support for populist move
ments. But it most often leads to uncritical identification with 
higher and more powerful social groups. It has highly regressive 
qualities. 

The authoritarian personality was contrasted to an identity pat-
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tern characterized mainly ‘by affectionate, basically egalitarian, 
and permissive interpersonal relationships’. With a strong sense of 
personal autonomy and independence, this type is capable of criti
cal thinking. He or she is a person who ‘actively seeks progressive 
social change, who can be militantly critical (though not necessar
ily totally rejective) of the present status quo’.121 The non-
authoritarian personality directs emotions and feelings towards the 
other as subject. Id tendencies are not banished but synthesized 
with a capacity for love and compassion. As the authors of the 
study concluded: ‘ If fear and destructiveness are the major emo
tional sources of fascism, eros belongs mainly to democracy.’122 

Anti-Semitism 

It has often been said that The Authoritarian Personality turns 
authoritarianism into a phenomenon of the psyche and fails to 
explain it at the sociological level. It should be clear, however, that 
if the study is properly located within the Institute’s programme, 
this charge misses the mark. The Authoritarian Personality is only 
one study amongst a number, many of which have complementary 
purposes. Furthermore, while it was being planned and executed, 
Horkheimer and Adorno were writing Dialectic of Enlightenment. 
In the fourth part of this latter text, they concentrated on an expli
cation of some of the major social conditions of anti-Semitism. 
Their major thesis is, ‘bourgeois anti-Semitism has a specific 
economic reason: the concealment of domination in produc
tion.’123 Since the mechanism for the generation of structured 
inequality is ‘hidden’ in the day to day process of production and 
exchange, the source of misery and toil is hard to understand. 
Capitalists claim to be productive, to be engaged in the creation of 
social wealth in the national interest. Further, they often blame the 
non-productive for society’s problems. In Nazi Germany, the 
Jews, among other groups, were the victims of this accusation. 

Throughout the ages the Jews have often been denied access to 
the ownership of the means of production and to many different 
types of employment. They have found economic opportunities, 
however, in trade and commerce – in the circulation sector. The 
activity of this sector, in relation to manufacturing, is difficult to 
comprehend. The tradesman or merchant appears to be unproduc
tive, and yet the profit taker – a thief or parasite. On Horkheimer’s 
and Adorno’s account, ‘the merchant [most often the Jew] pre-
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sents. . . [the workers] with the bill which they have signed away to 
the manufacturer. The merchant is the bailiff of the whole system 
and takes the hatred of others upon himself.124 Thus, a tendency is 
established to attribute the injustice perpetuated by a whole class 
sytem to the Jews. The situation is compounded by the growth of 
monopolies and trade organizations (for example, cartels) which 
reduce in importance the role of the independent’ circulation sec
tor. The middleman becomes less and less necessary and poten
tially dispensable. As a result, the Jews (and others in similar 
positions) seemed ‘ready-made’ to be blamed for the failures of the 
economic system; their economic position and symbolic 
significance made them easy targets for aggression and persecu
tion. 

Utilizing psychoanalytic theory, Horkheimer and Adorno tried 
to explain in greater detail what it was that Jews represented to the 
masses. Anti-Semitism, they argued, is based on a projection of 
fears and repressed wants. For example, feelings of inability to 
cope and impotence are projected onto those who appear (or are 
made to appear) capable and potent. The Jews were a suitable case 
for such treatment. They were perceived as both ‘no better than 
animals’ and a threat. For they were thought to live according to 
feelings and styles their tormentors envied but found intolerable 
and dangerous. In desperation, the anti-Semite sought to ‘castrate’ 
the feared ‘castrator’. Anti-Semitism is, in part, a manifestation of 
unconscious, regressive processes. It could express and unite both 
the repressed desires of working people and the frustrations and 
paranoia of the bourgeoisie. 

Of course, other factors were thought to be important. Many of 
these have already been mentioned, including changes in the fam
ily, culture and the economy. In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Hork
heimer and Adorno also sought to trace the history of anti-
Semitism back to pre-bourgeois life, particularly to early Christian 
beliefs and to general developments in the nature of reason. 



5 The critique of instrumental 
reason: critical theory and 
philosophy of history 

Developments in science, technology and production have 
increased the range of possibilities facing human beings. Yet, as it 
has turned out, only a ‘real hell’ (Adorno) has been distilled from 
these opportunities. In Dialectic of Enlightenment, the task Hork-
heimer and Adorno set themselves was nothing less than to dis
cover ‘why mankind, instead of entering into a truly human condi
tion, is sinking into a new kind of barbarism’.1 They attempted to 
focus attention on the ‘nexus of rationality and social actuality, and 
upon what is inseparable therefrom – that of nature and the mas
tery of nature’.2 For it is the fundamental intention to dominate 
nature which, according to Horkheimer and Adorno, increasingly 
underlies the way the social and natural worlds are appropriated 
and apprehended. 

Dialectic of Enlightenment is crucially important to the 
development of the Frankfurt school. For the text addresses one of 
the school’s most central concerns – the rise and domination of 
instrumental reason. The theme is explored with reference to the 
philosophy of the Enlightenment and to forms of ‘enlightenment’. 
The Enlightenment is, of course, associated with a variety of the 
intellectual currents which informed and helped stimulate the 
political upheavals in Europe in the closing decades of the eight
eenth century. The notion of ‘enlightenment’ does not refer to a 
definite period or to a particular set of intellectual currents, but, as 
will be shown below, to more encompassing principles. Contradic
tions are revealed between the philosophy of the Enlightenment 
and ‘enlightenment’. In examining the importance of instrumental 
reason in this context, Horkheimer and Adorno hoped to prepare 
the way for a positive, emancipatory notion of enlightenment 
‘released from entanglement in blind domination’. 

They did not define the concept of domination. However, as a 
minimal condition for its application, they suppose a situation in 
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which the thoughts, wants and purposes of those affected by it 
would have been radically different, if it had not been for the 
effects created by domination. This view appears to be consistent 
with Marcuse’s later position. 

Domination is in effect whenever the individual’s goals and purposes and 
the means of striving for and attaining them are prescribed to him and 
performed by him as something prescribed. Domination can be exercised 
by men, by nature, by things – it can also be internal, exercised by the 
individual on himself, and appear in the form of autonomy.3 

Capitalist exploitation is seen as only one specific, historical form 
of domination. The history of civilization reveals, all three authors 
contended, a threefold pattern of domination: 

first, domination over one’s self, over one’s own nature . . .; second, 
domination of the labour achieved by such disciplined and controlled 
individuals; and third, domination of outward nature, science and tech
nology.4 

In the Dialectic, the history of domination is traced back to the 
‘turning points’ of Western civilization – from the first chapters of 
Genesis and Olympian religion, to the Reformation and bourgeois 
atheism and to the culture industry and the authoritarian state. 
Horkheimer and Adorno were concerned to show ‘how the 
rational domination of nature comes increasingly to win the day, in 
spite of all deviations and resistance, and integrates all human 
characteristics’. 

‘Dialectic of Enlightenment’: philosophical fragments towards a 
philosophy of history 

The Dialectic of Enlightenment does not present a systematic 
reconstruction of history – and deliberately so. The authors do not 
intend to construct a philosophical system on the model, for exam
ple, of Hegel’s philosophy. Their work clearly involves the attempt 
to develop concepts that contribute to a philosophy of history. But 
these concepts are not offered as a definitive set. Systematic 
philosophies of history tend, they held, to impose themselves 
upon, and to distort, history.5 History becomes interesting only as 
the ‘correlation of a unified theory’ and as such it is transformed 
into its opposite.6 In addition, systematic philosophies tend to 
legitimize acts of severe brutality. For example, 
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Christianity, idealism, and materialism, which in themselves contain truth, 
are . . . also responsible for the barbaric acts perpetrated in their name. As 
representatives of power – even if of power for good – they themselves 
became historical forces which could be organized, and as such played a 
bloody role in the true history of the human race: that of the instruments 
of organization.7 

Belief systems like Christianity became ‘fixed ideas and universal 
recipes’. They led, as Adorno put it elsewhere, ‘to the rejection of 
anything not already analytically assimilated’. While dissenting, 
critical thought becomes irrational when measured against ‘the 
system’; those who have privileged access to the system’s content 
can wield it to perpetuate particular favours and interests. 

The authors of the Dialectic present a critical rather than con
structive view of history. They do not recommend particular prac
tices as correct and beneficial. Their work is motivated by an 
awareness of the ever-present threat of domination. They offer, as 
the subtitle (curiously omitted from the English translation) prom
ises, ‘philosophical fragments’. Their philosophy of history 
attempts to break the grip of all closed systems of thought;8 it is 
conceived as a contribution to the undermining of all beliefs that 
claim completeness and encourage an unreflected affirmation of 
society. 

The Dialectic can be read at two different levels. At one level 
the notion of Enlightenment is traced from Kant’s discussion of 
reason and freedom to Hegel’s and Nietzsche’s recognition of the 
‘dialectic of Enlightenment’. The Enlightenment’s concept of 
reason, expressed most clearly by Kant, has, it is argued, a dual 
structure: 

[part of which] as the transcendental, supraindividual self, . . . comprises 
the idea of a free, human social life in which men organize themselves as 
the universal subject and overcome the conflict between pure and empiri
cal reason in the conscious solidarity of the whole. This represents the idea 
of true universality: utopia. At the same time, however, reason constitutes 
the court of judgement of calculation, which adjusts the world for the ends 
of self-preservation and recognizes no function other than the preparation 
of the object from mere sensory material in order to make it the material 
of subjugation.9 

The dialectic is between these two aspects of reason: reason as 
universal, common to every being, and reason as domination of 
the particular. The first aspect has provided the ideals and legiti-
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mations which have become embedded in people’s interpretations 
of their activities, while the second has generated the structure of 
conventions which have actually conditioned day-to-day practice. 
The Enlightenment can be seen as a unity of enlightened 
thought, myth and domination. 

At a more fundamental level, however, the book is a study of 
the structure of ‘enlightenment’. Liberating reason or enlighten
ment, like every social phenomenon, expresses the contradiction 
that it is both itself and at one and the same time something other 
than itself – a unity of opposites. The dialectic of enlightenment 
can be characterized in two short theses: ‘myth is already enlight
enment; and enlightenment reverts to mythology’. They see 
enlightenment, as one commentator succinctly put it, ‘as subject 
throughout history to a dialectic wherein it all too easily gives itself 
an absolute status over and against its objects, thereby constantly 
collapsing into new forms of the very conditions of primeval re
pression which it earlier set out to overcome’.10 Through the 
development of this thesis, Horkheimer and Adorno hoped to 
reassess many of the traditional problems posed by German ideal
ist thinking. In particular they sought to recast, within a historical 
and dialectical context, the concern with reason and truth. 

Their discussion is indebted to Hegel. The opening chapter of the 
Dialectic employs many of Hegel’s insights (from Phenomenology 
of mind) into the Enlightenment’s concept of reason. Particularly, 
Hegel’s claim that there is an internal relationship between En
lightenment, an ethic of utility and terror (especially the Terror of 
the French Revolution) is paralled in their own discussion of the 
relationship between scientific consciousness (based on instrumen
tal reason), pragmatism and ethical decisionism, and barbarism 
(especially the barbarism of totalitarianism).11 

For Hegel, the Enlightenment is marked by the dominance in 
the intellectual world of universal scientific consciousness. The 
concept of science Hegel had in mind was Francis Bacon’s, for 
whom scientific knowledge is potential power – the instrument or 
tool which can be used to master nature. Science is the key to the 
control of nature and (as Bacon well recognized) of human beings. 
By obeying nature one can, on Bacon’s account, command her: 
‘for you have but to follow and as it were hound nature in her 
wanderings, and you will be able, when you like, to lead and drive 
her afterwards to the same place again’.12 

Enlightenment consciousness, Hegel argued, objectifies the 



152 The Frankfurt School 

world. It sees it as an ‘absolute reality’ of ‘pure and simple’ things – 
a world of ‘material things’, which are given to the senses with ‘no 
further determination of any sort’.13 Nature is perceived as neutral, 
disenchanted. Matter has no intrinsic significance.14 It is, therefore, 
open to manipulation and alteration. Following Hegel’s reference, 
the Dialectic begins with a lengthy quotation from Bacon, in which 
Bacon suggests that the human mind can and should overcome all 
forms of superstition; for the ‘sovereignty of man [man’s power] 
lieth hid in knowledge’. In drawing on Bacon, Horkheimer and 
Adorno sought to indicate that ‘what men want to learn from 
nature is how to use it in order to fully dominate it and other men’. 
The domination of nature, they contended, is at the basis of the 
philosophy of the Enlightenment. The transformation of what was 
once liberating reason into a repressive orthodoxy, of the Enlight
enment into totalitarianism, can be understood as a result of ele
ments integral to this very form of enlightenment itself. 

On Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s account, the Enlightenment’s 
fundamental character is contained in the concept of nature to 
which most of the Enlightenment thinkers adhered. The concept 
suggests a ‘radical disjuncture between subjectivity and nature’. In 
contradistinction to the Greek concept of nature which did not 
sharply distinguish mind or subjectivity and the world of objects, 
the Enlightenment concept refers to nature as essentially pure 
matter, structured according to laws and capable of being known 
through a mathematically formulated universal science. This con
ception of nature had one of its earliest expressions in Galileo’s 
writings. The Galilean notion was developed in the context of 
a web of ideas about life and its place in the universe. But it was, 
Horkheimer and Adorno maintained, inextricably connected with 
the goal of dominating nature; ‘technology is the essence of this 
knowledge’. 
From now on, matter would at last be mastered without any illusion of 
ruling or inherent powers, of hidden qualities. For the Enlightenment, 
whatever does not conform to the rule of computation and utility is sus
pect.15 

Nature is the ‘sphere of pure objects’. Since consciousness and 
purposeful activity are attributes of humans and/or God, the use to 
which nature will be put depends upon human decision and/or 
divine bequest. 

The specific categories under which nature is subsumed depend 
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on a view as to how it can be used. Nature is useful. The concept of 
‘useful’ follows almost naturally from the Enlightenment perspec
tive. Nature is not valuable in and for itself and, therefore, if it is to 
have significance, it must serve the ends and purposes of another 
(human beings and/or God). Utility becomes, as Hegel noted, the 
ethic of the Enlightenment.16 Acts and ideas are judged according 
to their usefulness which is assessed in terms of their consequences 
for some (variously set) goal or aim. 

The development of this notion of nature pre-dates the En
lightenment (although its clearest articulation is found there). 
The traditions which shaped it are multifarious, as are the 
empirical conditions which determined its rise to prominence. 
Horkheimer and Adorno refer to and discuss a number of these. 
First, the idea can be traced in myth and magic. ‘Myth intended 
report, naming, the narration of the Beginning; but also presenta
tion, confirmation, explanation; a tendency that grew stronger 
with the recording and collection of myths.’ At a very early 
moment in history, a strong didactic element appeared in narra
tives. ‘Every ritual includes the idea of activity as a determined 
process which magic can nevertheless influence.’17 Myth and magic 
represent an important stage in the development of the instrumen
talist view of nature. Second, myths, in Greek culture, are already, 
on Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s account, ‘characterized by the dis
cipline and power that Bacon celebrated as the “right mark’”. 
In place of the local spirits and demons there appeared heaven and its 
hierarchy; in place of the invocations of the magician and the tribe the 
distinct gradation of sacrifice and the labour of the unfree mediated 
through the word of command. The Olympic deities are no longer directly 
identical with elements, but signify them.18 

Renunciation and sacrifice to these deities was linked to a certain 
degree of control over nature. Third, the domination of nature as a 
concept is part and parcel of the Judaeo-Christian tradition. 
Within it religious ‘spirit’ is held to be distinct from nature and 
endowed with capacities to shape and rule over it. God has sov
ereignty over the universe, and humans have God’s authority to 
govern on earth. This rule is established by God upon the creation: 
‘Let us make men in our image, after our likeness; and let them 
have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the 
air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every 
creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.’19 The story of the 
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creation in the Book of Genesis tells us that the domination of 
nature is a natural part of life. Fourth, the idea of establishing and 
extending the domination of humanity over nature through science 
entered into philosophy and tradition in the late sixteenth, and 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Most of its authors, Bacon 
especially, saw the quest to dominate nature as sanctioned by relig
ion and ethics. It was conceived as a means to combat the fall from 
the original state of paradise. 

For man by the fall fell at the same time from his state of innocency and 
from his dominion over creation. Both of these losses however can even in 
his life be in some part repaired; the former by religion and faith, the 
latter by arts and sciences.20 

The Renaissance and Reformation gave an impetus to these ideas. 
Instrumental reason came to penetrate an increasing number of 
areas of everyday life. The impetus to these ideas was reinforced, 
of course, by economic pressures. Fifth, the development of capi
talism institutionalized economic growth and led to the systematic 
exploitation of the new forms of knowledge. Bacon’s ‘formula’ was 
easily secularized. Scientific and technical development became 
interdependent. The sciences were transformed into an important 
productive force. The domination of nature became an interest of 
the whole economic system. 

For Horkheimer and Adorno, then, the domination of nature 
denotes a particular type of relationship between human beings 
and nature. Nature has meaning in so far as it has utility – in so far 
as it is instrumental to human purposes. Matter is defined as a 
possible object of manipulation.21 People, embodying the natural, 
are also potentially controllable. ‘Domination is potentially all-
embracing.’ There is a ‘necessary relation’, on Horkheimer’s and 
Adorno’s account, ‘between our concept of nature and the domi
nation of nature [and, therefore, of human beings]’. The history of 
the concept is to a large extent the history of the ‘coming-to-be’ of 
the relationship that it posits. 

Both mythology and enlightenment find their roots in the same 
basic needs: survival, self-preservation and fear (Angst). 

Man imagines himself free from fear when there is no longer anything 
unknown. This determines the course of demythologizing . . . . Enlighten
ment is mythic fear turned radical. The pure immanence of positivism, its 
ultimate product, is no more than a so to speak universal taboo. Nothing 
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at all may remain outside, because the mere idea of outsideness is the very 
source of fear.22 

Fear of the unknown in an environment which threatens survival 
is, according to Horkheimer and Adorno, the root of the desire to 
dominate nature and the basis of both ancient and modern systems 
of thought. 

Like science, myth and magic pursue objectives, but the way in 
which they do so are obviously not the same. The latter seek to 
achieve their goal by mimesis: the re-enactment in ritual of natural 
processes as an attempt to control and understand them. Thev do 
not posit a radical distinction between thought and reality. Science 
seeks progressively to distance itself from its object domain. It is 
grounded in the ‘sovereignty of ideas’. Myth compounds the 
inanimate with the animate; it is structured, to a significant 
degree, by the ‘projection of the subjective onto nature’. For the 
scientific consciousness of the Enlightenment nature is disen
chanted. To the Enlightenment thinkers myth is essentially super
stition and unconscious error. There is an apparent asymmetry 
between the two modes of thought. But the dualism between 
humans and nature is found, in an underdeveloped form, in 
myth.23 As Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s analysis of Homer’s 
Odyssey sought to demonstrate, people acknowledged early the 
power of the solar system. They learnt to respect nature and 
uncover its ‘forces of repetition’. In the struggle to come to terms 
with laws of nature humans qua subjects were born.24 (Hork
heimer’s and Adorno’s treatment of the Odyssey is elaborated in 
the appendix.) Myth already contained elements of enlighten
ment. On the other hand, the systematic exploitation of enlight
ened reason led to the compounding of the animate with the 
inanimate. Although reason originated in the struggle to come to 
terms with nature, it turned ‘against the thinking subject’. The 
extension of enlightenment in practice led to the decline of criti
cal thought. Enlightenment ‘with every step became more deeply 
engulfed in mythology’.25 

In societies where myth and/or magic are prominent the human 
subject tends to be dominated by the object; praxis is embedded in 
an undifferentiated unity between humanity and nature. In the 
Enlightenment, as in contemporary consciousness, there is a radi
cal separation of subject and object. But as it develops and 
unfolds, reducing the external world to quantified objects of 
manipulation, the subject becomes increasingly repressed and 
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dominated by a second nature, by a history which appears as ‘fate-
fully structured, pregiven’ (Adorno). The replacement of myth by 
empiricism and positivism and the context-bound practices of ‘the 
medicine man by all-inclusive industrial technology’, lead to the 
reification of the social and to what Adorno called the ‘false 
whole’.26 The increasing control of humanity over nature seems to 
bring ever greater oppression. The expansion of the productive 
forces has not opened the path (as orthodox Marxists expected) to 
a liberated society.27 The potential for emancipation has 
expanded. However, the division between control and the execu
tion of tasks, between mental and repetitive mundane labour, 
along with the effects of the culture industry, etc., signal the 
‘eclipse of reason’. 

The idea of reconciliation 

The recognition of the dialectic of enlightenment as a condition 
and continuing experience of Western civilization owes a great 
deal to Nietzsche, as Horkheimer and Adorno acknowledged. 
‘Nietzsche was one of the few after Hegel who recognized the 
dialectic of enlightenment.’ He discerned both ‘the universal 
movement of sovereign spirit (whose executor he felt himself to 
be) and a “nihilistic” anti-life force in enlightenment.’28 Unlike 
Hegel, he did not succumb to the repressive and absolutist 
moment of the dialectic by positing a ‘final universal goal’ unfold
ing in history – a comprehensive system which is ‘closed’ and 
‘uncritical’. Nietzsche recognized that reason only enables us ‘to 
misunderstand reality in a shrewd manner’. His instrumental 
theory of truth provided a basis for many critical insights, although 
it also led, ultimately, to substantial errors. 

For Nietzsche, ‘knowledge works as a tool of power’. 

In order for a particular species to maintain itself and increase its power, it 
. . . must comprehend enough of the calculable and constant for it to base 
a scheme of behaviour on it. The utility of preservation . . . stands as the 
motive behind the development of the organs of knowledge – they 
develop in such a way that their observations suffice for our preservation. 
In other words: the measure of the desire for knowledge depends upon 
the measure to which the will to power grows in a species: a species grasps 
a certain amount of reality in order to become master of it, in order to 
press it into service.29 
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There is no ultimate criterion of truth. Truth is whatever is 
imposed as ‘truth’: it expresses ‘will to power’, which extends a 
capacity for prediction and control and, therefore, self-
preservation. As a result, the domination of nature is, according to 
Nietzsche, a universal characteristic of reason. Horkheimer’s and 
Adorno’s own emphasis on the organizational power of concepts 
and ideas which structure our perceptions and sense-impressions 
points in a similar direction; their discussion of the domination of 
nature suggests some similar ideas to those of Nietzsche. But 
Horkheimer’s distinction between critical and subjective (instru
mental) reason, which is discussed in Chapter 6, and the implied 
notion in the Dialectic of a reconciliation between humankind and 
nature, leaves open the possibility of a fully liberating reason.30 

Adorno’s own work contains the same implication (although it 
appears as if the idea of reconciliation only has logical status).31 In 
One Dimensional Man and Counterrevolution and Revolt, Marcuse 
also offers a conception of an alternative to the status quo. He 
defends, as will be seen in Chapter 8, the idea of a liberated nature 
– a nature free from forces of domination and destruction. The 
writings of the Frankfurt theorists all conclude on a note which is 
in contrast to Nietzsche’s sceptical view of reason. 

Enlightenment and morality 
The ideological components of the Enlightenment can be revealed 
most clearly, according to Horkheimer and Adorno, in the thought 
of Kant, the Marquis de Sade and Nietzsche. For in their works we 
can see how the radical separation of subject and object, humanity 
and nature, legitimizes the subjugation of the natural world and 
the treatment of men and women as objects. A continuity exists, 
Horkheimer and Adorno maintained, between elements of liberal
ism, developed and exemplified by Kant, and totalitarian thought 
and practice, anticipated by de Sade. Nietzsche’s contributions lie 
between these poles. The moral teachings of these figures reveal a 
desperate attempt to replace ‘enfeebled religion’ with some raison 
d’être.32 Their writings bear witness to the intrinsic difficulties of 
this enterprise. 

The discussion of Kant’s moral philosophy in the Dialectic of 
Enlightenment is similar to Hegel’s critique of this doctrine. On 
Hegel’s account of Kant, the most important task of practical 
(moral) reason is to be consistent: all that is asked is that the 
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principle upon which one acts is universally valid. Kant had argued 
that there was a practical rule which was a categorical imperative. 
It was valid unconditionally – it was a priori. The rule which states 
‘Act only on that maxim through which you can at the same time 
will that it should become a universal law’, was argued to deter
mine the possible principles which could be objectively valid for 
decisions of the human will.33 It determined what duty was, but 
solely as regards its form. For Hegel this sort of reason is ‘dissoci
ated’. Reason so employed remains indifferent both to the context 
within which a principle is applied and to the ends of practical 
activity. If all that is required is consistency, a justification can be 
offered for almost anything which can be formulated as a general 
rule. Moral reason remains divorced from an assessment of human 
wants, goals and passions.34 

Horkheimer and Adorno endorsed this criticism of Kant. For 
them the extreme formalism of the Categorical Imperative leaves 
reason unable to evaluate substantive goals.35 Furthermore, Kant’s 
attempt to derive the duty of mutual respect (that men should 
never treat each other as mere means) from the law of reason 
could not, they thought, be sustained by the arguments of the 
Critique of Practical Reason. Kant’s ambition ‘to ground respect 
upon something other than material interest and force . . . is more 
sublime and paradoxical than . . . previous attempts’. But it 
remains, they bluntly stated, as ‘ephemeral’ as all such 
philosophies.36 

While Kant, one of the most remarkable of the Enlightenment 
thinkers, failed to provide an adequate way of assessing competing 
ends, many other Enlightenment philosophers seemed content 
simply to sanction a utilitarian or decisionistic ethics. (Decisionism 
is a doctrine which teaches that there is no rational way of 
adjudicating between competing values other than through private 
individual decision.) For Horkheimer and Adorno it was de Sade, 
more than any other thinker, who ensured that people became 
aware of the large range of choices open to them within these 
terms of reference. De Sade did not leave it to the Enlightenment’s 
opponents to reveal its black side. He ‘mercilessly declared its 
shocking truth’. His chronique scandaleuse anticipated the 
fulfilment of some of the immanent possibilities of Enlightenment 
thinking. His ‘private vices constitute a predictive chronicle of the 
public virtues of the totalitarian era’.37 

Horkheimer and Adorno suggest that de Sade represents the 
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enbodiment of Enlightenment rationality. Following many 
Enlightenment thinkers, he separated mind and body, Geist and 
nature, and, as a result, the spiritual from the corporeal side of 
love. His Histoire de Juliette and One Hundred and Twenty Days 
of Sodom pursue many of the implications of this dualism. His 
treatment of both women and men are classic illustrations of the 
consequences of reason reduced to instrumentalism. Reason 
becomes ‘the organ of calculation, of planning; it is neutral in 
regard to ends: its element is coordination’.38 The form of activity 
– its usefulness – becomes more important than its content. For 
example, Juliette believes in reason and science. ‘She wholly 
despises any form of worship whose rationality cannot be demon
strated.’39 She is dedicated to tabooed activities’ which she pursues 
efficiently and with the ‘self-discipline of the criminal’. Within this 
framework individuals as natural beings are open to potentially 
total subjugation. 

De Sade took his critique of solidarity with ‘society, family and 
morality’ to the point of preaching anarchy. The tale of Justine and 
Juliette ‘is the Homeric epic [The Odyssey] with its last mythologi
cal covering removed: the history of thought as an organ of domi
nation’.40 The Marquis continually proclaims and reveals the iden
tity of (subjective) reason and domination. As such he has one 
redeeming quality: he is more honest and admirable ‘than those 
moralistic lackeys of the bourgeoisie’.41 

The same is said of Nietzsche. His ‘malicious celebration of the 
powerful and their cruelty’ at least has honesty to commend it. 
Nietzsche also placed the subject in a central position. But the 
autonomy he bestowed on the newly formed subject is highly 
exaggerated. Paradoxically, people within Nietzsche’s ‘anti-
system’ find few freedoms. The ideal form of subject becomes 
that of unrestricted strength and authority. 

Nietzsche correctly recognized, Horkheimer and Adorno main
tained, that scientific-technical progress in the nineteenth century 
undermined claims to validity of traditional world views, for 
example, religious and metaphysical systems. He quite rightly saw 
the course of the Enlightenment as nihilistic. His non-rationalist 
concept of reality suggested, in harmony with the modern age, that 
any moral belief can maintain the same claim to validity as long as 
it is grounded in a want or need. ‘It is our needs that interpret the 
world.’42 His analysis of the will to power also revealed an impor
tant aspect of bourgeois history. He was right to argue that 
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bourgeois liberalism and tolerance are more often than not myths 
masking a ‘will to rule’. But he falsely generalized this insight into 
a theory of the source of all knowledge. ‘Every drive . . . has its 
perspective that it would like to compel all other drives to accept 
as a norm.’43 For Nietzsche, understanding ‘owes its importance to 
the yardstick of survival’;44 it recognizes only one law of existence, 
namely, that the will to power predominates. All moral thinking is 
reduced to an effect of this law. A morality becomes, as Nietzsche 
put it, ‘a mode of living tried and proved by long experience and 
testimony’. It enters social life as a law, as dominating; it becomes 
venerable, unassailable, true.45 To be free, within this frame of 
reference, is to assume responsibility for oneself, to maintain dis
tance from others and to become more indifferent to the difficul
ties of others. Ultimately, the free individual is a warrior; for free
dom means that ‘ the manly instincts which delight in war and 
victory dominate over other instincts, for example, over those of 
pleasure’.46 Despite Nietzsche’s many important critical works 
only ‘domination survives as an end in itself. 

German fascism, not Nietzsche, raised ‘the cult of strength to a 
world-historical doctrine’. On Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s account 
‘the realization of Nietzsche’s assertions both refutes his views and 
at the same time reveals their truth’.47 The same thing is true of 
many of de Sade’s statements. Both Nietzsche and de Sade antici
pated the future by carefully examining the past and present. They 
both contributed to the affirmation of this reality but they did not 
directly create it. To their credit they do not try, like bourgeois 
apologists, ‘to ward off the consequences of the Enlightenment by 
harmonizing theories. They have not postulated that formalistic 
reason is more closely allied to morality than to immorality.’48 

They both exposed and helped to sustain the unity of reason and 
domination. 

Science, social science and positivism 
According to Horkheimer and Adorno, the Enlightenment came 
to its fulfilment with the foundation of modern science – with the 
mathematization of nature. The new science established a purely 
rational, ideational world as the only true reality. It understood the 
world as a scientific universe which could be systematically com
prehended only by science itself. Within this world every object, 
represented by means of mathematical theorems, became a 
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possible focus of study. The development of a universal, 
mathematically formulated science and its emergence as the model 
for all science and knowledge represents a culmination of the En
lightenment’s project. Although such a notion of science predates 
the Enlightenment, the Enlightenment gave an enormous impetus 
to it. With these events, European thought entered, as Marcuse 
put it, an ‘era of positivism’. 

The ‘era’ made itself known, in part, through systems of positive 
philosophy. In Reason and Revolution, Marcuse discusses three of 
these systems: Auguste Comte’s Cours de philosophie positive, 
Friedrich Stahl’s positive philosophy of the state, and Schelling’s 
Berlin lectures on the Positive Philosophie.49 I will restrict my 
exposition to Marcuse’s analysis of Comte’s work, which provides 
a useful introduction to critical theory’s general assessment of 
positivism. 

Comte, like the other philosophers mentioned above, sought to 
explore reality through an assessment of matters of fact available 
in experience. He aimed to counter the influence of purely a priori 
thinking and establish the authority of observation.50 On Mar
cuse’s account, Comte made few distinctions between the methods 
appropriate to the physical and human sciences.51 Accordingly, 
sociology is to be modelled after the natural sciences and, in par
ticular, after biology. Society is to be treated as a complex of facts 
governed by general laws. Comte taught that human beings and 
their institutions must be viewed as ‘neutral objects’ which can be 
investigated in more or less the same way as any other scientific 
object. The form and pattern of society is equated with that of 
nature. Both realms are seen as governed by natural necessity. 
Therefore, Comte’s philosophy implies, as Marcuse expressed it, 
‘educating men to take a positive attitude towards the prevailing 
state of affairs. Positive philosophy was going to affirm the existing 
order against those who asserted the need for “negating” it’.52 

Comte did not, of course, deny the necessity of progressive 
reforms. But the form of these changes, Marcuse argues, is always 
given by ‘the machinery of the established order’.53 

Comte saw all social movements as subject to law-like reg
ularities; he regarded many social institutions as unalterable 
through the application of rational will. Political action, therefore, 
must resign itself to fixed and general limits. Comte preached (in 
his words) ‘resignation’ and the ‘consolidation of public order’ 
(against the ‘anarchic force of purely revolutionary principles’).54 
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Central issues in social struggle are to be withdrawn from its arena 
and resolved by expert opinion informed by scientific investi
gation. Thus the ‘critique of the given’ gives way, in Marcuse’s 
opinion, ‘to an ideological saviour’. Comte’s system surrenders 
metaphysics and political imagination to the existent. 

Which of the principles of positive philosophy ensure that it 
legitimizes the existing order? On Marcuse’s account, the offend
ing principles are those which attempt to justify the authority of 
observation against alternative forms of reason and imagination. 
Resignation to the given follows from the positivist view that 
concepts must be grounded in observed facts, and from the notion 
that the real connection between facts represents an ‘inexorable 
order’. In emphasizing the importance of natural laws of societal 
‘statics’ and ‘dynamics’, human activity is subsumed under the 
category of objective necessity. Further, in maintaining that 
sociology as a positive science has no relation to value judgements, 
and that facts and values are quite separate entities, there is held to 
be no objective basis independent of science and its findings to 
criticize society. What is is what (with certain moderate adjust
ments) ought to be! But this position cannot itself be justified by 
positive philosophy. For questions of ‘ought’, of value judgement, 
are condemned to irrationality by the separation of fact and value. 
In common with later forms of positivism, discussed below, posi
tive philosophy builds upon prejudgements and evaluations which 
it cannot ground, that is, rationally justify. 

Marcuse’s discussion of the positivist method is, however, not 
wholly critical. He notes that it helped undermine theological and 
metaphysical illusions and aided the promotion of free thought, 
particularly in the physical sciences.55 Horkheimer, writing in the 
late 1930s, made a similar claim about the import of the tradition 
of Hume and Locke. He argued that the sceptical empiricism of 
Hume, for example, had an underlying moral impulse in its criti
que of prevailing dogmas.56 Horkheimer and Adorno writing 
together also stressed a certain emancipatory effect from the 
Enlightenment’s emphasis on instrumental reason and from its 
expression in a positivist understanding of science. The desire to 
impose on our assertions the responsibility of satisfying relevant 
independent controls was certainly justified.57 As Adorno put it, 
‘numerous stalwart assertions . . . can be tested and refuted with 
the aid of strict investigations’.58 Likewise, the tendency to equate 
legitimate knowledge with a conception of the form of knowledge 
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derived from the natural sciences also had some justification. In 
the nineteenth century the natural sciences appeared to be pro
gressing at such a rapid rate and with such spectacular results that 
they seemed only to be burdened by metaphysical theories. These 
sciences were generally thought to be the most systematic source 
of the type of knowledge which could be utilized to liberate 
humanity from natural necessity, domination by the forces of 
nature and drudgery in work.59 Much attention was focused, there
fore, on the nature and methodology of natural science. Biology 
and with time physics, as the most developed, advanced, and 
prestigious natural sciences, increasingly took centre stage. The 
other sciences, both natural and social, were regarded as poor 
‘seconds’ and less developed. However, it was generally assumed 
by the (very) late nineteenth century, that all these other sciences 
essentially admitted of the same structure and procedure as phys
ics and would eventually produce significant advances and ben
efits. 

On Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s account, with the twentieth cen
tury, the moral impulse behind these developments faded and the 
developments themselves became increasingly destructive. The 
promises of a social science modelled on biology and/or physics 
had not been fulfilled. In fact, important questions in social theory, 
as well as various useful approaches to social phenomena, had 
been closed off. Capacities for a critical analysis of society were 
being undermined. In order to understand Horkheimer’s and 
Adorno’s opposition to this state of affairs it is necessary to 
examine their critique of positivism in more detail and ask what 
they meant by positivism itself. 

‘Positivism’ is a term which is used to cover a range of 
philosophical positions. Hence it is often difficult to reach a clear 
understanding of the term’s meaning. When Horkheimer and 
Adorno use it they often refer to the logical positivism of the 
Vienna circle (although this is not always stated with clarity).60 

From their employment of the term in this way it can be inferred 
that as long as a philosophy adheres to some version of the follow
ing five tenets it is, in their eyes, positivist. The tenets are: 

All (synthetic) knowledge is founded in sensory experience. 
Meaning is grounded in observation.
Concepts and generalizations only represent the particulars from 

which they have been abstracted. Conceptual entities don’t exist 
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in themselves – they are mere names; positivism is (normally) 
associated with nominalism. 

Sciences are unified according to the methodology of the natural 
sciences. The ideal pursued is knowledge i n the form of a 
mathematically formulated universal science deducible from the 
smallest possible number of axioms, a system which assures the 
calculation of the probable occurrence of all events’.61 

Values are not facts and hence values cannot be given as such in 
sense-experience. Since all knowledge is based on sensory 
experience, value judgements cannot be accorded the status of 
knowledge claims. 

The goal of positivism is to construct an objective, empirical and 
systematic foundation for knowledge. Given the above five tenets, 
it follows that positivists would hold that the world is composed of 
‘facts’, or ‘sense data’ (or ‘atoms’). These facts are given directly, 
or indirectly, in sensory experience and are the only objects of 
knowledge. 

The world of immediate sensations, experiences and perceptions 
appears, Horkheimer and Adorno noted, to be the ultimate foun
dation of knowledge. Its appearance as ultimate, however, belies 
its dependent and derivative status.62 Observations, for example, 
do not merely present a copy of a given object world. The world of 
objects is always the world of our objects – of our interpretations. 
As Hegel noted, objects are always objects for us, the being for 
consciousness of an in-itself. The given is mediated in many ways 
by consciousness. But the structure of the world given to us 
through consciousness is based, in turn, for Horkheimer and 
Adorno, on the inner historicality of consciousness itself, which is 
a result and product of the whole of social practice.63 Marcuse 
agrees: ‘facts are the work of the historical practice of man’. As 
Lukács wrote in History and Class Consciousness: 

The desire to leave behind the immediacy of empirical reality . . . must not 
be allowed to become an attempt to abandon immanent (social) reality 
. . . to leave empirical reality behind can only mean that the objects of the 
empirical world are to be understood as aspects of a totality, i.e. as the 
aspects of a total social situation caught up in the process of historical 
change.64 

There are no social ‘facts’ which constitute the ‘substratum’ of social 
theory, as the positivists thought. Every facet of social reality can 
only be understood as an outcome of the continual interplay be-
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tween ‘moment’ (phase of, aspect of, totality) and ‘totality’. The 
structure of the social process conditions and determines both the 
place and function of every particular ‘thing’ and the form in which 
it appears as an object of experience. Any given object can only be 
understood in the context (and in the light) of its conditions and 
relations. These do not appear in immediate experience but are 
important in the understanding and explanation of ‘things’.65 

Positivists fail to comprehend that the process of knowing cannot 
be severed from the historical struggle between humans and the 
world. Theory and theoretical labour are inextricably intertwined 
in social life processes. The theorist cannot remain detached, pas
sively contemplating, reflecting and describing ‘society’ or ‘nature’. 

The structure of knowledge, and, therefore, of reality is as rigid 
for any positivist as for any dogmatist. Despite their criticisms of 
the rationalist claim that there are a range of propositions which 
cannot be contradicted by any experience – propositions concern
ing the rational nature of reason and reality – positivists posit a 
fixed structure of being. As Horkheimer put it, 

In principle, the whole world [for positivists] has its place in a fixed system 
. . . the statement that the correct form of all knowledge is identical with 
physics, that physics is the great ‘unity of science’ in terms of which every
thing must be stated, posits certain forms as constant. Such an assertion 
constitutes a judgement a priori.66 

From the outset positivism’s unjustified judgement prejudices 
what is taken as the nature of the object of study. For example, the 
human subject is viewed as ‘an isolated subject, a set of physical 
events like every other set’. Adorno made a similar point when 
discussing the influence of positivism on methods in sociology. 
Certain methods, he argued, which are indebted to a positivist 
understanding of science, often stipulate in advance what is to be 
ascertained.67 For instance, survey methods in opinion research all 
too often create, through the fixed selection of questions put to the 
individual or through the very generality of the questions, opinions 
where they do not exist and an artificially limited range of 
responses. Frequently these opinions are then treated uncritically 
as ‘objective accounts’ of subjective attitudes. The structure of the 
object is neglected in favour of what is taken as a general objective 
method. In this way opinion research both produces its own object 
and hypostatizes its results.68 Rather than prescribing their objects, 
Adorno maintained, methods ‘must be adequate to them’. 
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Despite the considerable differences between critical theory and 
phenomenology, Horkheimer’s, Adorno’s and Marcuse’s critique 
of the positivist concept of modern science parallels a number of 
points made by Husserl in The Crisis of European Sciences and 
Transcendental Phenomenology.69 Some of the parallels they 
note.70 A brief outline of Husserl’s views and the similarities of 
opinion provide a useful aid to understanding Horkheimer and 
the others’ position. In The Crisis, Husserl examined a model of 
science which makes two central claims: systematic observation is 
the medium for objective access to the world; the basic language of 
science is mathematics (and geometry). He sought to criticize the 
currents of thought that support the ‘mathematization of nature’ 
and idealization of reality into a “mathematical manifold’ 
(although it should be noted that this was not the main purpose of 
his book).71 He objected to the typically unselfconscious presenta
tion of quantified, ideational forms of nature as the only real and 
true forms. In a detailed discussion of the Galilean concept of 
science, he exposed the historicity of what is represented as pure 
or objective theory and method. He unfolded sciences’ pre-
scientific foundations in the life-world (Lebenswelt) – the world of 
human praxis, intentional activity and everyday knowledge and 
beliefs. The Galilean notion of science retains, in the very struc
ture and meaning of its concepts, the ultimate purpose which it was 
supposed to serve – a purpose which, Husserl argued, necessarily 
derives from the activity of the pre-scientific life-world.72 Science 
embodies the particular ends and values which aid the enhance
ment of practical interests and the discovery of new possibilities 
for ‘the technical control of nature’.73 

Modern science, according to Husserl, abstracts from the infinite 
world a form of knowledge capable of technical exploitation. It 
conceives its object domain in terms of geometric shapes and cal
culates the relationships between objects in mathematical 
formulae which allow precise measurement of motion and causal
ity. But this picture is, ultimately, an abstraction from the concrete 
qualities of certain aspects of the life-world. It is the result of the 
constitution of the world from, Husserl sometimes suggests (and 
often implies on Marcuse’s reading of his work), one particular 
standpoint; that is, from the standpoint of an interest in controlling 
the environment (a lebensweltliche a priori).74 ‘Once one possesses 
the formulae’, Husserl noted, ‘one possesses the foresight which is 
desired in practice’ to anticipate ‘the regularities of the practical 
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Lebenswelt’ and, therefore, to better ‘co-ordinate it’. However, the 
internal connections between science and life practice remain 
unacknowledged by modern science and positivist philosophy. 

The Ideenkleid (the ideational veil) of mathematics and mathematical phy
sics represents and [at the same time] disguises the empirical reality and 
leads us to take for True Being that which is only a method.75 

What is, in fact, only one approach and method appears as the sole 
mode in which reality can be disclosed. 

Husserl’s analysis highlights, for Horkheimer, Adorno and Mar-
cuse, the illusionary nature of modern science’s claim to neutrality; 
the concern with exactness, calculability and foresight predisposes 
science to seek knowledge of a particular type and form, namely 
knowledge suitable for prediction and, therefore, technical con
trol. Legitimated by a positivist philosophy, it constitutes the world 
solely from this standpoint. As Husserl put it, modern science 
operates like a machine, reliable in accomplishing obviously very 
useful things, a machine everyone can learn to operate correctly 
without in the least understanding the inner possibility and neces
sity of this sort of accomplishment’.76 Thus the modern scientific 
project is seen to have, prior to the utilization of its findings, an 
inherently instrumental character.77 Its a priori condition is its tie 
to a specific societal project, namely, the adaptation of nature to 
human purposes. Furthermore, the Frankfurt theorists agree with 
Husserl that this character implies that modern science has, when 
viewed from a positivist self-understanding, an inner core which it 
cannot account for or master. It is intrinsically impossible for this 
science to assess its own objectives, or the purposes for which it is 
employed. Since it regards the world as a domain of neutral 
objects, as one such object itself it cannot even comprehend or 
assess itself; for it cannot reflect upon itself. Unable to explicate 
the foundations of systematic thought, it remains unaware of its 
own origin and application. As Marcuse wrote, ‘scientific experi
ence as well as pre-scientific experience are false, incomplete 
inasmuch as they experience as objective (material or ideational) 
what in reality is subject-object, objectivation of subjectivity’.78 

Positivistic consciousness objectifies the social as well as the 
natural world; that is, it conceptualizes the world as a field of 
objects open to manipulation. Under this perspective society is 
conceived, as Horkheimer and Adorno put it, as ‘second nature’. 
The social world is reified: socially created rules, conventions and 
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regularities are comprehended as ‘natural’, ‘ the ways things have 
been and always will be’. Social institutions and processes are 
taken to follow ‘the order of things’. Social facts are given the 
status of natural facts. Historical laws are given the same status as 
natural laws. But these concepts of social life are inadequate to 
their object(s). Men and women are of nature but make history; 
nature is not, in any parallel sense, made by them. As a result, 
history embodies the possibility of nature (through human beings) 
attaining self-consciousness. The laws of history cannot simply be 
equated with the laws of nature. The differences are vital. To be 
sure, one can speak of laws in history (for example the law of 
increasing concentration of capital), laws which seem natural, to 
which the individual is subjected. But these laws are tied to specific 
modes of human organization. They cannot be abstracted from the 
context and peculiarity of particular epochs. They change and can 
be changed. The historical relation between the movement of gen
eral social structures and individuals is not a constant.79 

For example, a society may be ‘possessed’, such that the indi
vidual is ‘overpowered by objective mechanisms that operate with 
the necessity of “natural” [physical] laws . . .’.8 0 Human agency, 
according to this account, can be reduced to a mere support, or a 
carrier, of general social structures. Frankfurt social theory in the 
late 1930s and early 1940s clearly implied that in capitalist 
societies this process of reduction was well under way. The preval
ence of the law of exchange and the regimentation of opinion by 
the mass media etc., ensured that nearly everyone’s behaviour 
became regularized and compulsive.81 If individuals wish to sur
vive they must adapt their lives to these processes and become 
agents and bearers of commodity exchange. Under these condi
tions social interaction does appear to be governed by ‘rigid’ laws. 
Positivists’ reflections on the similarities of method appropriate for 
the examination of natural and social life contain, despite them
selves, a certain truth. 

To the extent that the hardening of society reduces men increasingly to 
the condition of objects and transforms this condition into a ‘second 
nature’, there is no need to treat as sacrilegious those methods which are 
themselves a testimony to this very process. The unfreedom of the 
methods serves the course of freedom by bearing silent witness to the 
unfreedom that prevails in reality.82 

But as soon as one hypostatizes this state of affairs one is con-
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tributing ‘willy-nilly to its perpetuation’.83 Instead of making the 
individual and the conditions under which he or she lives the 
object of critical reflection, positivist methods duplicate the reified 
consciousness of their object. In fact, they distort it through dupli
cation itself. They give an ontological status to a specific historical 
relation between the particular and general, the individual and 
society. They abstract unjustifiably from the experience of a par
ticular epoch a general view of the structure of the object of social 
science. As such, social reality is distorted on a number of 
accounts. There is: 

an ‘hypostatization of the immediately given’, a ‘fetishization of 
aspects of the social process’, a ‘freezing’ of the status quo; 

decontextualization of the particular, absence of understanding of 
the conditions under which any ‘thing’ can be said to exist, loss 
of insight into the total context to which a particular relates; and 
following from this 

loss of the category of potentiality and possibility – the existing 
order is taken to exhaust all possible alternatives. 

The spell of a world which appears to be administered by a deus ex 
machina – the very medium for the realization of the domination 
of some people over others – can be broken by critical reflection 
and political practice. As long as society depends for its reproduc
tion on the consciousness and everyday practices of human beings, 
the possibility exists of transforming social relations. Through 
reification positivism forgets this. Hence as enlightenment it 
‘returns to mythology, which it never really knew how to elude’.84 

Through its adherence to the principle of the uniformity of 
nature, the positivistic concept of science represents nature as 
potential instrumentality. Its concept of legitimate knowledge 
restricts science’s findings to a technical function. This technical 
character of the positivist conception of science is further analysed 
by Horkheimer and Adorno in Dialectic of Enlightenment, and by 
Horkheimer and Adorno individually in many other writings, in 
terms of the positivist separation of fact and value.85 Given this 
dichotomy science can judge the efficiency of means for given ends 
but it cannot contribute to the formation of an objective basis for 
values. However, the dichotomy is untenable on a number of 
grounds. First, the ideals of objectivity and value-freedom are 
themselves values. The notion that a true judgement is better than 
a false one implies an evaluation. ‘Value and value freedom are 
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not separate; rather, they are contained in one another.’86 Second, 
in the name of its own view of science and rationality, positivism 
launches a critique of ideology aimed at rooting out competing 
theories which are supposedly value-laden and hence illegitimately 
used to justify scientific practice. But this form of critique is not, as 
positivists maintain, value-free. For it embodies a formal (means-
end) rationality and centres its interests on efficiency and economy 
of means to given ends. In the name of value-freedom this critic
ism of ideologies dictates the value system for other modes of 
scientific practice. Science lends itself, on this account, to technical 
recommendations and has an in-built potential for becoming little 
more than a technical critique. 

The belief in the fact/value, theory/practice dichotomies has, 
within these terms of reference, paradoxical results. In the name of 
value-freedom, a certain value-orientation is championed to the 
exclusion of all others. In the name of a separation between theory 
and practice, a particular form of practice is sanctioned. Seemingly 
passive, contemplative reason masks an underlying level of com
mitted reason. Not being open to rational investigation and solu
tion, practical questions become the province of the private indi
vidual and in the end can be justified only by reference to a 
decision or a commitment of belief or faith. By confining rational 
decision procedures to those utilized by the natural sciences, 
positivists reduce ethics to decisionism and close off ultimate prin
ciples and values from the possibility of rational justification. As a 
result of their own presuppositions positivists are prevented from 
recognizing these inconsistencies.87 

The effect on social theory of this hidden value commitment is a 
conceptualization of problems and alternative solutions which 
encourages the development of a technological rationality and 
mentality. Only those problems which are amenable to scientific– 
technological solutions are rationally decidable. Ultimate goals are 
supposedly not accessible to rational decision and therefore are 
beyond the control of science and rational dialogue. The ground
ing of science on instrumental reason ensures the technical 
applicability of its findings. 

With positivism instrumental reason finds its most advanced 
stage of expression. But its advanced development entails 
moments of the severest regression. For its programme of 
‘demythologizing the world’ reaches a reductio ad absurdum: 
positivism not only condemns to irrationality the process of 
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adjudicating between values but also the whole process of concep
tual thought itself. According to one of the most classical (but 
early) formulations of logical positivism, the meaning of state
ments is specified by the ‘verifiability theory of meaning’. Gener
ally, the ‘verifiability theory’ maintains that a statement is 
meaningful only if it is capable of a particular type of empirical 
verification – a statement’s meaning is the mode of its verification. 
The question is: how is this principle to be justified? If empirically 
verifiable (and tautologous) assertions alone are thought to be 
meaningful, then an disagreement or debate about the concepts of 
‘meaning’, ‘science’ and ‘truth’ must themselves contain meaning
less statements. Philosophy becomes an impotent, meaningless 
sphere. The whole debate as to the status of science cannot take 
place within the terms of reference of the positivist programme. 
The verifiability principle is inadequate for determining what may 
be justly called science and truth.88 It guarantees positivism’s ina
bility to account for itself, let alone justify itself. If science is to be 
secure in its stand against obscurantism and mythology, 
philosophers ‘must’, Horkheimer argued, ‘set up a criterion for the 
true nature of science’.89 Positivist philosophy of science is able 
to elucidate neither the conditions and limits of its own validity 
and method nor those of modern science. 

The Frankfurt theoreticians also rejected the place accorded to 
prediction by positivist philosophers. Within the positivist 
framework, all data can be classified with a view to predicting 
future facts and can be formulated as laws or law-like generaliza
tions. A discipline worthy of the name science must proceed in a 
generalizing manner, testing generalizations made against experi
ence. A scientific theory is tested by checking the validity of its 
law-like hypotheses. Since the logical structure of explanation is 
held to be identical with the logical structure of a prediction, tests 
are made by comparing the events expected with those observed. 
However, on Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s account, this manner of 
testing hypothesis is an insufficient test for theory. As Adorno put 
it, ‘the cheap satisfaction that things actually come about in the 
manner which the theory of society has suspected’ ought not to 
‘delude the theoretician that he has penetrated society’.90 In fact, 
for Adorno, the theoretician has, in all likelihood, conflated social 
and natural processes and hypostatized a particular stage of 
development of society. Predictability, Horkheimer also asserted, 
does not lead to truth. Rather it highlights the extent to which 
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social relations are relations of unfreedom. The more society takes 
the form of, and is perceived in, the categories of a second nature, 
the more it is shaped by the outcome of individual actions locked 
in relations of economic necessity, the more human agency is sub
jugated to ‘laws’ of development, the easier it is to predict societal 
outcomes.91 As Marcuse wrote, ‘ the less a society is rationally 
organized and directed by the collective efforts of free men, the 
more it will appear as . . . governed by “inexorable” laws’.92 From 
these views it follows that critical theory cannot be empirically 
assessed, if assessment implies verification or falsification, solely 
by the success or failure of predictions. Critical theory is concerned 
to examine the particular historical conditions that gave the pres
ent its shape. It seeks to explicate the extraordinary range of 
human experience that cannot be assessed within the strait-jackets 
of positivist (or, as we will see, interpretative) science. In refusing 
to dismiss the importance of a wide range of different types of 
experience, critical theory seeks to show the historically given 
potentiality for the expansion of realms of freedom. 

With positivism, science is no longer understood as one possible 
form of knowledge but is identified with knowledge as such. ‘There 
is no mode of thought left which may criticize the conceptual forms 
and the structural patterns of science.’93 The consequence is, Hork-
heimer maintained, ‘a ghostlike and distorted picture of the 
world’.94 Positivism, restricted to a programme of investigating 
observable particulars, cannot grasp the ‘self-formative process of 
man as process’. It hypostatizes the abstract concept of fact or 
datum. By declaring meaning to be revealed in sensory observa
tion and in identifying, in the social sciences, legitimate scientific 
experience with the sensory observation of manifest and overt 
action, positivism closes off central aspects of social reality. It 
excludes from inquiry: 

different meanings the subject-object might attach to his or her 
own actions; 

the way dimensions of social relations might be organized to avoid 
certain types of actions and the expression of certain types of 
interests, that is the mode in which relations of domination sys
tematically exclude (through ideology and repression) certain 
types of meaning (for example claims, demands) which might 
otherwise be present and thematized in everyday life; 

the possibility of ‘things being otherwise than thus’: an assessment 
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of the potentiality of constrained and avoided actions being ‘set 
free’. 
Critical theory addresses itself directly to an investigation of 

these dimensions of the social world. It seeks to explicate human 
reality as a self-structured, self-unfolding and contradictory 
whole. If it is to pursue its task successfully it must proceed: 
1 through the explication of the constitution of ideas in con

sciousness and interaction, in the dialectics of experience; 
2 through the analysis of the creation, maintenance, and change 

of people’s inter-subjective, historical concepts; 
3 by refusing to ignore and smooth over contradictions and con

tradictory claims at the phenomenal level; in other words, it 
must observe and explain ‘determinate and historical acts of 
negation’ and grasp the dynamic movement of the subject; 

4 by leaving open the possibility of a critically reflexive under
standing of history and tradition. It must not only accept the 
importance of an understanding of the meaning structure of 
tradition, but also recognize that tradition must not be ideal
ized. For it might also embody interaction based on deception 
and distortion (ideology). 

The goal of such an approach is to be able to judge between 
competing accounts of ‘reality’ and to expose realms of ideology. 
Within the terms of reference of critical theory science and evalua
tion are united. One must be able to evaluate aspects of reality 
(of which ideology, myths, etc., are of course a part) in order to 
describe it accurately. A positivist approach cannot grasp this. It 
has no basis to come to terms with, or assess, competing frames of 
meaning. It bows to the existent as comprehended through its own 
epistemological and methodological strictures. The relapse of cer
tain types of Marxism in the twentieth century into positivistic 
philosophy testifies to the consequences of this surrender. By 
reducing ideas and cultural phenomena to the status of mere 
epiphenomena of physical events and by elevating natural neces
sity to the status of the foundation of all social phenomena, 
orthodox Marxism can legitimate quietism and the end of critical 
thinking.95 The relation of the realm of necessity to the realm of 
freedom becomes purely ‘quantitative and mechanical’. The real
ization of freedom now depends on the ‘necessary natural evolu
tion’ of the forces of production which drive society onwards 
towards its highest stage of development. History must take its 
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course. Thus the subject is denied an active role in the making of 
history. Class agencies, such as the party, are ascribed a limited 
facility for active intervention. The party can initiate policies which 
might accelerate and/or manage social change; but it cannot alter 
the direction of this change. As a result, technocracy becomes the 
appropriate mode for the consummation of history and technical 
success the only recognized standard of thinking. Instrumental 
action and knowledge determine the scope of just alternatives. 
Thus the legitimacy of a critical theory is threatened when reason is 
tied to instrumental rationality. 

In order to sustain their critique of positivism and positivist 
philosophy the Frankfurt theorists had to elaborate their own 
notions of ‘reason’, ‘objectivity’ and ‘truth’. The rejection of 
positivism required the development of alternative philosophical 
and social foundations. There are important differences in the 
approach and style of Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse to these 
issues. 



6 Horkheimer’s formulation of 
critical theory: epistemology and 
method 1 

The following three chapters are devoted to a reconstruction of 
Horkheimer’s, Adorno’s and Marcuse’s positions with respect to 
epistemology and method. What is a critical theory? How is it 
justified? What is its structure? In seeking answers to questions 
such as these it will be seen that each of the Frankfurt theorists 
elaborated a different and original position. 

Under Max Horkheimer, the Institute of Social Research was 
oriented to develop social theory on an interdisciplinary basis. He 
wanted theory to benefit both from the reflective capacity of 
philosophy and the rigorous procedures of the individual sciences. 
From his inaugural address onward, he stressed the necessity of 
forging a new unity between philosophy and science, science and 
criticism, fact and value. There are a number of different ways 
of gaining further insight into this approach. One of the most 
fruitful is through Horkheimer’s understanding and assessment of 
Hegel. 

Hegel 

Horkheimer accepted and sought to re-express Hegel’s critique of 
Kant on many occasions in the Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung.1 He 
found in Hegel’s thought, with its emphasis on historical process 
and change, a great deal of promise. He always distanced himself, 
however, from Hegel’s philosophy of history. Commenting on 
Hegel’s reflections on his own system, Horkheimer argued that 

Hegel forgets a very definite part of experience. The view that this system 
is the completion of truth conceals from him the meaning of the time-
bound interest which influences the individual dialectical presentations as 
regards the direction of thought, the choice of material and the use of 
names and words, and which turns his attention from the fact that his 
conscious and unconscious partiality vis-a-vis the questions of life must 
necessarily become operative as constitutive elements of his philosophy.2 
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Horkheimer accepted important parts of Marx’s critique of Hegel. 
The question is: what is retrieved from Hegel’s work? Conversely, 
what does Horkheimer reject in Hegel’s programme? 

Horkheimer contended that a critique of knowledge, presented 
as a dialectical critique of ideology, must locate all thought in its 
historical context, uncover its rootedness in human interests and 
yet (itself) avoid relativism and be distinguished from scepticism.3 

He accepted the Hegelian idea of a critique of forms of thought, as 
exemplified by the Phenomenology of Mind, but rejected Hegel’s 
systematic intention – the mapping out of the nature and range of 
all forms of consciousness. 

In making these distinctions Horkheimer stressed the centrality 
of the ‘governing principle of dialectical thought’, Hegel’s concept 
of determinate (bestimmte) negation. This ‘governing principle’ 
Hegel called ‘ the soul of the dialectic’. It is a notion which mani
fests itself throughout Hegel’s writings and is one of the major 
modes in which the dynamics of the dialectic is specified. At the 
beginning of the Phenomenology of Mind the subject, and thereby 
also reason, is conceived as a stable entity, independent of its 
object domain; the realm of real objects is defined in opposition to 
consciousness. Hegel claimed this state of affairs to be unstable, 
for reason discovers that its posited separateness from the object 
world cannot be sustained. It discovers itself ‘behind the objects’; 
the worid qua known is generated from its own constitutive prac
tice. In this process of discovery, new conceptions of both subject 
and object emerge and hence new oppositions. The process 
whereby consciousness attempts to come to terms with the world 
around it involves continuous negation; that is, continuous critic
ism and reconstruction of the knowledge of subject and object and 
of their relation to one another. The development of consciousness 
through determinate negation consists precisely in the experience 
of surmounting old forms of consciousness and in incorporating 
these moments into a new reflective attitude. 

Hegel sought to show how the identity of phenomena cannot be 
separated from history and, in the last analysis, from the genesis of 
the subject. The world as we understand and interpret it changes 
with the development of the subject. But any determinate ‘thing’, 
or concept of a ‘thing’, or any finite perspective, is not thereby 
dismissed out of hand. Rather, as Horkheimer pointed out, 

through the cognition of the conditional [nature] of every view [or per
spective], and the rejection of the claim on its part to unlimited truth, 
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limited knowledge is not at all destroyed, but is taken up as limited, 
one-sided and isolated into the total system of truth.4 

For Hegel, then, the critique of knowledge seeks to reveal the 
essential boundedness, limitedness, isolatedness, etc. of concepts 
and complexes of concepts through their ‘progressive incorpora
tion into the total picture of the whole’.5 The result is not the 
‘simple negation’ of each such view. The recognition of the condi
tional nature of knowledge, its partiality, does not lead to scepti
cism or relativism. Instead it leads, at least on Horkheimer’s read
ing of Hegel, to the preservation of each notion, view or perspec
tive as a ‘moment of truth’.6 

In his essay ‘Montaigne and the function of scepticism’, pub
lished in 1938, Horkheimer argued that Hegel’s judgement about 
the relation between dialectical theory and scepticism should be 
regarded as definitive.7 The dialectic ‘contains scepsis in itself 
in so far as it shows the one-sided, limited and transitory in particu
lar representations and opinions’.8 It differentiates itself from 
scepticism, however, in as much as it does not consider incomplete 
or partial views as simply ‘null and void’. Rather, it finds in them a 
limited validity.9 The result is not 

The view that one can . . . forget everything because it is valueless, as it 
were the emptyness of consciousness as ideal, but the whole process of 
thought with all [its] assertions, analyses, limitations, etc., within which 
not only particular views are taken up, but in which are also recognized 
the real relationships in all their relativity and temporariness.10 

Ultimately, for Hegel, ‘the true is the whole’ and the ‘whole’, 
Horkheimer argued, 

is not something other than the parts in their determinate structure . . . the 
whole process of thought which contains in itself all limited representa
tions in the consciousness of their limitedness.11 

What distinguishes the dialectical method is its recognition of the 
insufficiencies and imperfections of ‘finished’ systems of thought. 
The dialectial method is a critical method for it reveals incom
pleteness where completeness is claimed. It embraces that which is 
in terms of that which is not, and that which is real in terms of 
potentialities not yet realized. Through continuous criticism and 
reconstruction, however, the partiality of perspectives can be 
progressively overcome. For Hegel, every ‘point of view’ has a 
place in the unfolding of the universal, absolute Idea – the final 
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transcendence of all subject-object differentiation. The closer our 
knowledge comes to this limit, the closer it is to truth. 

But Horkheimer cannot ground a materialist critique on Hegel’s 
comprehensive system. Hegel’s philosophy, consonant with the 
‘innermost effort’ of his own thought, has to be superseded, as 
Marcuse put it, ‘not by substituting for reason some extrarational 
standards, but by driving reason itself to recognize the extent to 
which it is still unreasonable, blind, the victim of unmastered 
forces’.12 To the extent that the dialectic is embedded in an idealist 
system, it must be recast and itself determinately negated. As 
Horkeimer wrote, 

With Hegel the complete theory is no longer integrated into History, 
there is an all-enclosed [all-embracing, umgreifendes] thinking, the pro
duct of which is no longer abstract and changeable: The Dialectic is con
cluded [or closed, complete – abgeschlossen].13 

Although Horkheimer rejected Hegel’s ‘concluded’ concept of his
tory – his philosophy of history and identity theory – it was his 
intention to preserve central aspects of the dialectic. He sought to 
defend Hegel’s insight into the knowing process, the critique of 
forms of knowledge and the dynamism and fluidity of history 
against, on the one hand, an empiricist rejection of Hegel’s 
approach and, on the other, the attempts of certain orthodox 
Marxists of the second and third Internationals simply to ‘invert’ 
Hegel’s system and to equate Marxism with an evolutionary deter
minism. 

In contradistinction to these Marxists and to Hegel, of course, 
Horkheimer formulated the dialectic – the materialist dialectic – as 
the ‘unconcluded’ dialectic (unabgeschlossene Dialektik). The 
recognition that prevailing conditions are transitory and limited 
does not mean, Horkheimer held, that they will necessarily be 
overcome by a more complete or perfect state of affairs. He 
rejected all notions of a predetermined abolition and overcoming 
of contradictions. Progress is not guaranteed in history; it depends 
on the productive and reproductive practices of historically acting 
subjects. History gives rise to a number of contradictions and a 
number of modes of resolving them. When and how ‘immanent’ 
possibilities will be actualized is not an issue that theory alone can 
resolve. It is a practical question. The materialistic dialectic is 
unabgeschlossen. 

Furthermore, ‘objective’ reality can never be identical with, or 
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fully grasped by, people’s concepts; ‘an isolated and completable 
theory of reality is simply inconceivable’.14 In accord with Marx, 
Horkheimer argued, 

There is no complete picture of reality, neither according to essence or 
appearance. Even the very idea of a . . . subject, who can grasp all, is a 
delusion. Moreover, neither does the overcoming of the onesidedness of 
abstract concepts lead in the art of dialectical constructs [Konstruktion], as 
Hegel believes, to absolute truth. It always occurs in the thought of par
ticular historical men.15 

Thought can never gain an overview of history as a pre-given 
totality. The central claims of identity theories (whether idealist or 
materialist), purporting to have insight into an essential nature 
which underlies the past as well as the future, are criticized as 
entailing an ahistorical perspective.16 Genuine materialism does 
not build up ‘supra-temporal concepts and abstract from the dif
ferences introduced by time’.17 One might form complexes of con
cepts of events and periods of history but these are not to be 
interpreted as the ‘ground of history in its totality’. Thus, for 
example, Horkheimer argued, 

The scientific idea of man, as well as nature which is known and to be 
known by science, are elements in the dynamism of history and will play a 
role even in the future. But they themselves are determined and altered by 
the total process, just as much as they in turn . . . determine and alter it. 
The application, therefore, of definitions constructed in the context of the 
contemporary situation or, what comes to the same thing, the contempor
ary signification of these concepts can some day become meaningless.18 

For Horkheimer society is a totality which is ‘continuously 
restructuring itself. As a consequence, the idea of a social absolute – 
a complete or perfect state of social phenomena – is criticized. 

The claim that there is an absolute order and an absolute demand made 
upon men always presupposes a claim to know the whole, the totality of 
things, the infinite. But if our knowledge is in fact not yet final, if there is 
an irreducible tension between concept and being, then no proposition 
can claim the dignity of perfect knowledge. Knowledge of the infinite must 
itself be infinite, and a knowledge which is admittedly imperfect is not a 
knowledge of the absolute.19 

In classical idealist metaphysics concept and object are held to be 
identical. Horkheimer, on the other hand, maintained that there is 
an ‘irreducible tension between concept and object and thus . . . 
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[that there exists] a critical weapon of defense against belief in the 
infinity of the mind [Geist]9.20 There is an ever present tension be
tween the object as known and the object’s actuality and develop
ment. Critical theory seeks to examine and assess this tension. 

Feuerbach, Marx and materialism 
Feuerbach’s critique of philosophy and theology, with its emphasis 
on the human origin of all philosophical and theological 
categories, represented, for Horkheimer, a crucial turning point in 
the attempt to dislodge the dialectic from its idealist form. In 
particular, Horkheimer shared Feuerbach’s stress on material 
human existence as the ground or foundation of all consciousness. 
For Feuerbach it was not ‘ the absolute, that is, abstract spirit’ 
which determined the cognitive process but the ‘whole essence 
(Wesen) of humanity’.21 Reality is constituted by human beings in 
their sensible existence; that is, through their sensibility (Sinnlich-
keit) – through their consciousness of their needs, wants and inter
ests, rooted in particular physical and social conditions. Feuer
bach’s philosophy was, however, just the beginning of important 
developments in the philosophy of materialism. As Hegel had 
failed to adequately concretize his concepts so too had Feuerbach. 
The sensibility which Feuerbach takes as the domain of the dialec
tic is insufficiently differentiated as various types of social and 
political practice.22 Feuerbach’s awareness of concrete human 
activity was undeveloped. The concept of man which he claimed as 
the subject of the knowing process was an hypostatization of the 
dynamics of that subject. It was left to Marx to thoroughly expose 
this. 

Marx decisively advanced the doctrine of materialism. From his 
early writings onward, it became possible to conceive of the sub
ject ‘as man of a definite historical epoch’, and of the relation 
of human beings to nature and to each other in terms of their 
transformative, world-structuring activity.23 The central impor
tance of Marx’s notion of praxis is emphasized. Thereby, reality is 
understood as constructed by practice; it can ‘never be broken 
down into neatly separable subjective and objective elements’.24 

But this does not mean that it is arbitrarily produced by human 
will. From a materialistic perspective, reality is a process of 
interaction between society and nature, freedom and necessity, 
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already existent and emerging cultures.25 The ‘human’ and ‘mater
ial’ are themselves derived from concrete situations of historical 
human activity.26 

As a corollary of this position, Horkheimer argued that while 
materialists must acknowledge as real ‘wha t is given in sense 
experience’ they must not ‘absolutize sensation’. 

The requirement that every thing manifest itself through the senses does 
not mean that the senses do not change in the historical process or that 
they are to be regarded as fixed cornerstones of the world. If the evidence 
of sense experience is part of the grounds for existential judgements, such 
experiences are far from identical with the constant elements in the 
world.27 

While sense experience is a crucial basis of knowledge, it is con
ditioned and changeable; it is a product of the structure of human 
activities in various societies, and of culture and theory.28 What 
people see depends on how life is produced and interpreted. Cogni
tion is always the cognition of particular men and women, in par
ticular social relations within a particular society: materialism, 
Horkheimer maintained, ‘challenges every claim to the autonomy 
of thought’.29 

All factors in the total societal process are held to be in ‘the 
process of movement’. This includes the relation of ‘parts’ to 
‘whole’.30 Through the constant interaction and development of 
parts – whether they be individuals, social classes, or institutions – 
the whole also changes, realizing some of the possibilities given in 
prior stages. This conception of the whole implies, as Bertell Oil
man has written about dialectical and materialist conceptions of 
the totality, that ‘flux and interaction, projected back into the 
origins of the present and forward into its possible future, are the 
chief distinguishing characteristics of the world’.31 It is a conse
quence of this view, Horkheimer argued, that there is ‘no general 
formula for handling the interaction of the forces which must be 
taken into account in particular theories; the formula must be 
searched out in each case’.32 For example, in the understanding of 
a theory itself, we must grasp the relation between subject and 
object, part and whole, particular and universal, historically. We 
must grasp ‘the interplay of both aspects, the human and the 
extrahuman, the individual and the classifiable, the methodologi
cal and the substantive, and not separate any of these, as realities, 
from the others’ .33 There is no linear path from ignorance to know-
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ledge. We may posit the existence of the totality and may strive 
toward knowledge of it, but its terms are not constants and so it 
can never be made fully transparent. The image of a knowing 
process involving the simple realities ‘knowledge’ and ‘object’ is 
‘an hypostatization of abstract significations’.34 

The structure of critical theory 
Every thought, idea and particular is interwoven with the whole 
societal life process. Critical theory, in spite of its efforts to reflect 
the object in its manifold forms of development, depends in its 
every step on particular historical conditions.35 Its content is ever 
changing. ‘There are no general criteria for critical theory as a 
whole, for such criteria always depend on a repetition of events 
and thus on a self-reproducing totality . . . .’36 This sociological 
radicalism, however, raises questions as to the logical structure of 
critical theory. In his essay ‘On the problem of truth’, Horkheimer 
contended that a dialectical theory which has given up the 
metaphysical character of finality, the solemnity of a revelation, becomes 
itself a transitory element bound up with the destiny of men. The uncon-
cluded dialectic does not however lose the stamp of truth. In fact, the 
uncovering of limitedness and onesidedness in one’s own and in other’s 
thought, constitutes an important aspect of the intellectual process. . . . 
The abstract reservation that one day a justified critique of one’s own 
epistemic situation will be put into play, that it is open to correction 
expresses itself among materialists not in a tolerance for contradictory 
opinions or even in a skeptical indecision, but in a watchfulness against 
one’s own error and in the mobility of thought. . . . The theory which we 
see as right may one day disappear because the practical and scientific 
interests which played a role in its conceptual development, and more 
importantly the things and conditions to which it referred have disap
peared . . . but a later correction does not mean that an earlier truth was 
an earlier untruth, . . . the dialectic freed from the idealist illusion over
comes the contradiction between relativism and dogmatism. While it does 
not presume that the progress of critique and determination will end with 
its own standpoint, it in no way gives up the conviction that its knowledge 
– in the total context to which its concepts and judgements refer – is valid 
not only for individuals or groups but simply valid, i.e., that opposed 
theories are false.37 

But how are the relationships between theory and practice, fact 
and value, etc., conceived to avoid scepticism or relativism? To 
what concept of truth does critical theory appeal? 
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Horkheimer’ s responses to these questions are complex. It should 

be said from the outset that his positions are not always consistent 
and that they changed over time. I will focus my analysis on his 
works written during the most productive period of the Institute, 
1930 to 1945 (although reference will be made to his later writ
ings). During this period his position contained, at least, three 
elements. First, there is the idea of a critique of ideology which he 
took to be similar in structure to Marx’s critique of capitalist 
commodity production and exchange. Second, there is a stress on 
the importance of methodical research in an interdisciplinary con
text. Third, there is an emphasis on the central role of praxis in the 
ultimate verification of theories. Each of these requires comment. 

The critique of ideology 
Horkheimer maintained that there is an hiatus between concept 
and object, word and thing: these are interdependent but irreduc
ible aspects of the total societal process. On his account, it is as 
false to reduce ‘spirit’ (or culture) to ‘nature’ as it is ‘nature’ to 
‘spirit’. The hypostatization of either of these polarities is, like
wise, a mistake. Philosophical concepts like ‘nature’ and ‘spirit’ 
become ‘inadequate, empty and false’ when they are abstracted 
from the total context in which they are embedded: the proces
ses through which they have been obtained’.38 

The assumption of an ultimate duality is [also therefore] inadmissible. . . . 
The two poles cannot be reduced to a monistic principle, yet their duality 
too must be largely understood as a product.39 

These ideas provide the foundation for understanding central 
aspects of Horkheimer’s idea of truth. 

Critical theory aims to assess ‘the breach between ideas and 
reality’. The method of procedure is immanent criticism.40 Imma
nent criticism confronts ‘the existent, in its historical context, with 
the claim of its conceptual principles, in order to criticize the rela
tion between the two and thus transcend them’.41 For example, 
following Marx, Horkheimer argued that there is a contradiction 
between the bourgeois order’s ideas and reality, between its words 
and deeds. The bourgeois social order places the great universal 
ideals, ‘justice, equality and freedom’, at the centre of its political 
and moral philosophy. It claims to put universality into practice by 
creating the conditions for free and just exchange. The commodity 
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or market system is held to create a dynamic equilibrium between 
demand and supply, utility and disutility, individual interests and 
scarce resources, etc.; it is held to be the most efficient and fairest 
mode of satisfying individual needs and wants. Its universalistic 
principles are, however, negated in practice. 

Through the immanent critique of capitalism, there is a trans
formation of 

the concepts that thoroughly dominate the economy into their opposites: 
fair exchange into a deepening of social injustice; a free economy into the 
domination of monopolies; productive labour into the strengthening of 
relations which hinder production; the maintenance of society’s life into 
the impoverishment [Verelendung] of the people’s.42 

But the process of changing concepts into their opposites is not 
just an abstract and logical process. The method must be ‘ade
quate’ to the object. The commodity economy, it is contended, 
reveals its own inherent negativity. Its development contradicts its 
own claims about itself and about what is possible. From this per
spective, Horkheimer felt he could argue that the further bourgeois 
society moves from keeping its revolutionary promise of ‘justice, 
equality and freedom’, the more it can be said to fail against its 
own standards. The ideology of liberal capitalism which preached 
a harmony between ‘egotistical individual interest and societal 
progress’ conceals the ‘negative dialectic, that the masses, by 
means of their own work “produce a reality which enslaves them 
to an increasing degree and threatens them with every kind of 
suffering’”.43 

Social theory, developed through immanent criticism, is con
cerned to investigate (aspects of) the social world ‘in the move
ment of its development’. It starts with the conceptual principles 
and standards of an object, and unfolds their implications and 
consequences. Then it re-examines and reassesses the object (the 
object’s function, for instance) in light of these implications and 
consequences. Critique proceeds, so to speak, ‘from within’ and 
hopes to avoid, thereby, the charge that its concepts impose 
irrelevant criteria of evaluation on the object. As a result, a new 
understanding of the object is generated – a new comprehension 
of contradictions and possibilities. Thus, the original image of 
the object is transcended and the object itself is brought partly into 
flux. 

To re-express the point in Horkheimer’s own language: the 
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social investigator observes an object that is a unity of identity and 
difference – a unity of opposites that contains within itself contra
dictions. The object’s view of itself is contradicted by its effective 
actuality. Through reflection and critique, it can become aware of 
its own limitations; that is, that it fails by its own standards. 
Through this awareness it develops and becomes open to radical 
change. 

In confronting the existent with the claims of ‘its own conceptual 
principles’ critical theory retains the principle of negation as the 
mainstay of its approach. The truths to be drawn out are primarily 
negations. But a critique of ideology based on immanent criticism 
derives a certain positive character by pointing to the limits and, 
therefore, the closed-off possibilities, immanent in the existing 
order. 

Negation plays a crucial role. . . . The negation is double-edged – a nega
tion of the absolute claims of prevailing ideology and of the brash claims 
of reality. . . . Philosophy [developed as critical theory] takes existing val
ues seriously but insists that they become parts of a theoretical whole that 
reveals their relativity. Inasmuch as subject and object, word and thing, 
cannot be integrated under present conditions, we are driven, by the 
principles of negation, to attempt to salvage relative truths from the 
wreckage of false ultimates.44 

It should be noted that Horkheimer does not imply that the under
standing of negativity in existing social life is co-extensive with 
the praxis of freedom. The practice of reflection and critique is a 
necessary but by no means sufficient condition for the overcoming 
of particular historical situations. 

To assume this would be to confound true philosophy with the idealistic 
interpretation of history, and to lose sight of the core difference between 
the ideal and the real, between theory and practice.45 

Therefore, there is a gap between theory and practice, precisely 
that which must be filled by a conscious, revolutionary politics 
(early Horkheimer!). Only such a practice can create the condi
tions of real material freedom. By disclosing contradictions in the 
social totality, especially those between the existent and ideology, 
critical theory, Horkheimer held, can contribute to the develop
ment of this practice. 

Ideologies, on this account, are not to be confused with the 
necessarily limited and conditioned validity of propositions. 
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The conditional nature of a proposition and ideology are two quite differ
ent things. The limit of what we may rightly call ideology is always set by 
the present state of affairs and our knowledge. Insight into the historically 
conditioned [nature of a proposition or general perspective] is never iden
tical with the proof that it is ideological. Rather, for this there is needed 
. . . [understanding] of its societal function.46 

Whether or not ideas and modes of cognitively appropriating real
ity are ideological, depends on their roles and functions in particu
lar historical contexts. Individual (or sets of) claims, perspectives 
and philosophies can be regarded as ideological if they conceal or 
mask social contradictions on behalf of a dominant class or group. 
For example, forms of consciousness are ideological in so far as they 
claim to represent generalizable interests but conceal the particu
lar and sectarian interests of the ruling class; and/or in so far as 
they maintain that societal outcomes represent natural ones, when 
they are the result of particular constellations of social relations; 
and/or in so far as they glorify the social situation as harmonious, 
when it is, in fact, conflict ridden. Ideologies are not, however, 
merely illusions. They are embodied and manifested in social rela
tions. The ahistorical and asocial character of certain kinds of 
interpretation of social life may itself be a reflection of the trans
formation of social relations into impersonal and reified forms. 
Ideologies can express ‘modes of existence’. Therefore, ideologies 
are often also packages of symbols, ideas, images and theories 
through which people experience their relation to each other and 
the world. The degree to which ideologies mystify social relations or 
adequately reflect distorted social relations (but thereby mystify the 
possibility of non-distorted social relations) is a question for inquiry 
in particular cases and contexts. 

While critical theory aims to expose and thematize contradic
tions between society’s performance and legitimating ideologies, 
this does not imply, on Horkheimer’s view, any dogmatism as to 
moral principle. 

Social theory may be able to circumvent a skeptical spurning of value 
judgements without succumbing to normative dogmatism. This may be 
accomplished by relating social institutions and activities to the values 
they themselves set forth as their standards and ideals. . . . If subjected to 
such an analysis, the social agencies most representative of the present 
pattern of society will disclose a pervasive discrepancy between what they 
actually are and the values they accept. To take an example, the media of 
public communication, radio, press, and film, constantly profess their 



Horkheimer’s formulation of critical theory 187 

adherence to the individual’s ultimate value and his inalienable freedom, 
but they operate in such a way that they tend to forswear such values by 
fettering the individuals to prescribed attitudes, thoughts, and buying 
habits. The ambivalent relation between prevailing values and the social 
context forces the categories of social theory to become critical and thus to 
reflect the actual rift between the social reality and the values it posits.47 

The activities of a social institution can be investigated in light of 
its avowed aims and ends without the acceptance of these aims and 
ends as valid. But the categories and concepts of critical theory are 
not simply descriptive. Through immanent criticism ‘they come 
alive and enter an indictment of society’ (Marcuse). Thus, there is 
a unification of science and criticism. 

The standards upon which critique is founded are always culture 
and time bound. This fact, however, does not prevent adoption of 
a grounded critical stance. It does not imply, Horkheimer con
tended, radical relativism. Rather it implies the recognition that 
justified positions for critique will not be justified ‘for all time’, 
and will not have the same connotation ‘for all time’. Such stan
dards and values are relative to certain contexts but, nevertheless, 
can, within these, be objective. As a consequence, the original and 
classical notion of truth, the ‘adequation of name and thing’, can 
be preserved.48 Through immanent criticism and its central 
vehicle, negation, ‘things can be called by their right names’.49 

The importance of immanent criticism is emphasized also in the 
work of Adorno and Marcuse. They share a commitment to cer
tain of the above methodological tenets, although they develop 
them in different ways. They all agree, furthermore, on one central 
point; that is, that in developing the methods of immanent criti
cism they are developing a key element of Marx’s method. This 
view is illustrated most clearly in Adorno’s writings and will be 
discussed in the following chapter. 

Interdisciplinary research 

Throughout his essays in the 1930s, Horkheimer maintained that 
although theories and methods are always (to be understood as) 
embedded in historical and societal processes, every theoretical 
claim must ‘submit’ itself to, or ‘subordinate’ itself to, the results of 
relevant, individual empirical sciences. Critical theory must ensure 
a congruence with the most advanced ‘traditional’ theories. 
(Although the term ‘traditional theory’ carries a pejorative con-
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notation for Horkheimer – this type of theory, he held, uncritically 
affirms society by treating, for example, social phenomena as if they 
had the qualities of given and unchanging forms–he recognized that 
it often provides ideas of interest: ideas which should be 
critically appropriated.) The limitations and one-sidedness of the 
individual, empirical sciences are to be superseded not by rejecting 
out of hand experiences won through methodical research, but by 
reconstructing and reinterpreting their works in the total context 
to which their concepts and judgements refer. Conventional 
criteria specifying standards of adequacy for scientific theory and 
research (for example, logical consistency, methodological clarity, 
reproducibility of results or intersubjective validity; capacity to 
explain problems and issues other theories and modes of proce
dure cannot account for) are to be respected. This respect, how
ever, is not to be taken as implying any unremitting and exclusive 
attention to given, individual facts as the sole basis of generating 
knowledge. It must not exclude systematic reflection – employing 
philosophical, theoretical and interdisciplinary perspectives – on 
the nature of the phenomena under scrutiny. 

The gulf between the individual social sciences and critical 
theory is to be overcome by distinguishing between two inter
related but distinct phases of investigation: the processes ‘rep
resentation’ or ‘presentation’ (Darstellungsweise) and ‘research’ 
(Forschung). All the relevant concepts, definitions and proposi
tions advanced on the basis of available scientific experience must 
be heeded. These concepts form an essential part of the material 
for the comprehension of socio-historical events. But in the con
text of the process of representation, i.e. theoretical reconstruc
tion, they are taken up and reinterpreted. As a result, they obtain a 
new meaning in a larger frame of concepts and theories. Concepts 
gain new functions, senses, and referents. Their new character 
contradicts the abstract – the partial and one-sided – context 
within which they arose and were previously understood. 
‘Representation’ can, Horkheimer contended, relocate an analysis 
of a ‘par t ’ , a ‘something’, in the context of totality. Particular 
perspectives constituted by particular standpoints are to find their 
place in the reconstruction of the whole carried out by a 
philosophically astute, interdisciplinary programme.50 Only after 
this work is done can the real movement of history be adequately 
characterized. In the early days of the Institute there was, in fact, a 
remarkable homology between the organizational structure of the 
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Institute and this methodological framework.51 Horkheimer, as 
director, often saw himself as the synthesizer of the findings of the 
research conducted under the Institute’s auspices. 

In a short article published in 1941, Horkheimer asserted that 
critical theory can, in the final analysis, only arrive at adequate 
categories for the understanding of society inductively. This 
appears to represent a change in his position, although his notion 
of induction is not the traditional one. For Horkheimer, following 
the influence of Walter Benjamin, induction suggests a method of 
examining ‘the universal within the particular, not above or 
beyond it’: for ‘society is a “system” in the material sense that 
every single social field or relation contains and reflects, in various 
ways, the whole itself.52 Critical social research ‘should delve 
deeper and deeper into the particular and discover the universal 
law therein’. To the extent that the historical totality can be 
grasped, it is a result of detailed theoretical and empirical investig
ation of particular social phenomena.53 Instead of ‘moving from 
one particular to another and then to the heights of abstraction’, 
the proposal seems to be that supportive evidence for theory can 
only be uncovered by analysing, in an interdisciplinary context, the 
way in which particular phenomena are mediated; that is, the way 
in which they are formed and their identities sustained in inter
dependence with other phenomena. The claims of immanent critic
ism must be assessed in this context. 

Theory and practice 

The third element in Horkheimer’s writings on the essential fea
tures of critical theory emphasizes the central role of praxis in the 
ultimate verification of theories. The assessment and confirmation 
of ideas which relate to people and society is said to depend on 
historical struggles. This idea is best understood with reference to 
Marx’s work. 

In the first of the Theses on Feuerbach, Marx summarized his 
critical stance with respect to materialism and idealism. 

The chief defect of all materialism up to now (including Feuerbach’s) is, 
that the object, reality, what we apprehend through our senses, is under
stood only in the form of the object or of contemplation [Anschauung]; 
but not as sensuous human activity, as practice; not subjectively. Hence in 
opposition to materialism the active side was developed abstractly by 
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idealism – which of course does not know real sensuous activity as 
such. . . . 54 

Marx interpreted ‘sensuous human activity’ in juxtaposition with 
the abstract side of idealism. In the second thesis on Feuerbach, he 
pointed to the epistemological import of this category: ‘ the dispute 
over the reality or non-reality of thinking which is isolated from 
practice is a purely scholastic question’. The question is a practical 
one; ‘man must prove the truth, i.e. the reality and power, the 
this-sidedness of his thinking in practice’ .55 The suggestion appears 
to be that theory is tested and verified in and through practice. 

Marx’s historical materialism entails a rejection of objectivism 
and subjectivism. For him social reality is neither something 
wholly ‘outside’ of the subject nor is it simply a creation of human 
thought. Rather, reality is conceived as formed and constructed 
through practice and labour. Through practice and labour the 
human species synthesizes and alters the material world and 
thereby transforms nature qua known as well as itself. The objects 
of human perception are themselves the products of the self-
generative and self-formative activity of the species. What we 
understand by nature or the human species changes over time as 
both are actively transformed. The process of knowing cannot be 
separated from historical being. 

But, as Marx often suggested, history is not made as actors 
might consciously and immediately wish. Circumstances exist, 
generated prior to any given instance of history in the making, 
which condition the social act and limit the extent to which any 
co-ordinated action may be fully explained as the pursuit of 
rational ends. Reality impinges upon, constrains individuals: it 
remains something seemingly ‘non-human’, objectified and reified. 
This situation, however, can be altered. While it cannot be 
changed by the subject simply appropriating its ‘other’, people can 
come to understand how society operates, understand it as a social 
product, and understand that it is open to transformation. What is 
true of the existing order need not be true of the next. But more 
than this, Marx argued, for true consciousness to exist, not only 
must consciousness grasp reality, but reality must be changed so 
that it no longer (through the production of ideology) systemati
cally distorts consciousness. For this to be achieved a ‘genuinely 
free life’ must be created (that is, one in which – at least on one 
reading of Marx – the fundamental, unfulfilled potentiality con-
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tained in human beings is realized). Of course, whether or not such 
a life can be achieved is not a question that can be decided inde
pendently of practice. As Marx put it in his speech to the Second 
Congress of the Communist International, 

. . . we must . . . note two widespread errors. . . . Revolutionaries some
times try to prove that there is absolutely no way out of the crisis. This is a 
mistake. There is no such thing as an absolutely hopeless situation. . . . To 
try to ‘prove’ in advance that there is ‘absolutely’ no way out of the 
situation would be sheer pedantry, or playing with concepts and catch
words. Practice alone can serve as real ‘proof in this and similar ques
tions.56 

Horkheimer’s position could claim to be an extension of this 
view. He refused to ground critical theory outside of the historical 
process. Throughout his Zeitschrift essays he refers to a type of 
historico-practical confirmation. For example, he wrote: 

It is not history which takes care of the correction and further determina
tion of the truth, so that the knowing subject. . . would only have to look 
and see; rather the truth is carried forward insofar as the men who have it 
stand firm by it, apply and support it, act according to it, bring it to power 
against all resistance from regressive, limited, one-sided standpoints. The 
process of knowledge involves real historical willing and acting as well as 
experiencing and conceiving. The latter cannot progress without the 
former.57 

For Horkheimer there is no objective reality which social theorists 
can passively reflect upon. The social theorist is at every moment a 
part of the societal process analysed as well as ‘its potential critical 
self-awareness’. 

Theory is intertwined with history. Its concepts and categories 
refer to the development and formation of social relations, practi
cal human activities and historical struggles. Therefore, if a theory 
is correct, this will be indicated in history. It will be confirmed in so 
far as ‘men who have it . . . bring it to power’. Praxis is, on 
Horkheimer’s account, an historical, political and epistemological 
category. The point was made clearly in an essay published in 
1935. 

The verification and confirmation of ideas, which relate to men and soci
ety, does not consist in laboratory experiments or in the search for docu
ments, but in historical struggles, in which conviction itself plays an essen
tial role. The false view that the present is . . . harmonious, forms a 
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moment in the renewal of disharmony and downfall . . . itself becoming a 
factor in its own practical refutation. The correct theory of the prevailing 
circumstances, the teaching of the deepening of the crisis and of the 
imminence of catastrophes are, to be sure, constantly confirmed in full 
detail, but the picture of a better order which is inherent [einwohnt] in it 
and by means of which the claim for the ‘evil’ [schlechtigkeit] of the 
present is oriented – the immanent representation of mankind and its 
possibilities – is determined, corrected and confirmed in the course of 
historical struggles.58 

In the same essay Horkheimer stated bluntly: truth inheres in and 
is a moment of correct practice.59 

This description of critical theory gives rise to a number of 
further questions. If all knowledge is regarded as culture and time 
bound, and if cognitive processes are understood as a moment 
(aspect or phase) of practice, the question arises, as previously 
stated, as to how we can demarcate valid and true knowledge. 
Horkheimer argued that it is in historical struggles that ideas and 
theories are tested. But truth, he wrote, is not carried forward by 
just any social group. The groups he pointed to were said to be 
progressive. 

The value of a theory is not decided alone by the formal criteria of truth 
. . . the value of a theory is decided by its connection with the tasks, which 
in the particular historical moment are taken up by progressive social 
forces. But not [even] this value is immediately valid for the whole of 
mankind, but in the first instance only for those groups which are 
interested in the tasks.60 

How can this notion be justified? In what sense are tasks of par
ticular social groups and classes progressive? Horkheimer’s view 
appears to be that the struggles of social groups are progressive to 
the extent that they carry forward, through ‘correct practices’, the 
truth. ‘Truth is a moment of correct practice.’ But if his position is 
to avoid circularity, then the question becomes, how can correct 
practices, the practices that critical theory might be grounded 
upon, be distinguished from partial or sectarian practices and 
interests which, he claimed, underlie ideological theories?61 

While all thought and theory is tied to human interests, critical 
theory, Horkheimer argued, expresses and is guided by a ‘particu
lar’ practical interest – an interest in the emancipation of men and 
women from the constraints of class society and domination in all 
its forms: 
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despite all its insights into individual steps and the agreement of its ele
ments with those of the most advanced traditional theories, critical theory 
has no specific instance for itself other than its inherent interest in the 
supersession of class domination. . . .62 

This is not a sectarian interest but rather, on his account, a 
generalizable interest, the interest of the ‘general public’ (All-
gemeinheit).63 In the early 1930s Horkheimer emphasized that a 
materialistic and critical theory, in the formation of its categories, 
concepts and in all phases of its development, makes this general 
interest its own. During these years, he was particularly concerned 
to show how in a class society (or in a society dominated by a 
despotic, political group), the ‘general interest’ cannot be fulfilled 
because individual autonomy is negated in practice. He clarified 
the seemingly paradoxical nature of this position as follows. 

Conventional capitalist social relations depend on, among other 
things, the freedom of the individual to pursue certain self-defined 
goals and interests. The importance of individual choice is at the 
very centre of bourgeois theory and practice.64 The progress of 
society is said to depend on the interaction of divergent wants and 
interests in a free market. To this idea belongs a fundamental 
principle of liberalism – ‘that the individual, pursing his own inter
ests, at the same time automatically serves the common interest of 
the whole’.65 Horkheimer refers to these notions as the doctrine of 
individualism. 

Under the conditions of capitalist production and exchange 
people are conditioned to work for themselves. The individual is 
the focus of all existence. But the individual’s subjectivity is both 
emphasized and denied. It is emphasized because the individual, 
freed from the political bondages of feudalism, has become free to 
buy or sell on the market – the ‘fine instrument of social organiza
tion’. The individual’s success becomes a guideline for judging 
right and wrong: practical success becomes both the sign and 
reward of individual development.66 The individual’s subjectivity 
is denied because he or she is isolated in the context of buying and 
selling. Exchange processes are the mode in which individuality is 
organized. The pursuit of self-interest becomes synonymous with 
the pursuit of material interests.67 Within the context of the 
bourgeois order, the liberal defence of ‘individual freedom’ 
becomes ideology: it masks sectional interests, the interests of the 
bourgeois class. 

The reproduction of this state of affairs is held to be a result, in 
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the system of private property, of the principle that individuals 
should ‘ look out for themselves’.68 But the efforts of nearly all 
individuals in competitive isolation are self-defeating. The 
single-minded pursuit of economic gain and profit, ultimately, 
negates individual self-interests. At the centre of this view (the 
view, that is, of the ‘young’ Horkheimer) is an agreement with 
Marx’s analysis of the commodity economy.69 The endeavours of 
individuals, structured by the wage labour/capital relation, result 
in ‘exploitation, impoverishment, unemployment, inflation and 
crises’. Thus, on the one hand, society is created and changed by 
the labour of individuals in given social relations. But on the other 
hand, it takes on a dynamic of its own. Society becomes the ‘world of 
capital’. The competitive relation between individuals creates a 
‘blind and anarchistic’ (Marx) process of societal development 
which is increasingly beyond the individual’s control. This is true for 
entrepreneurs as well as proletarians. 

At the heart of the freedom and seeming originality of the entrepreneur 
. . . is adaptation to a social situation in which mankind does not control its 
own destiny . . . subjection to a purposeless process instead of rational 
regulation of it, dependence on an irrational condition of society which 
one must try to profit by instead of shaping it in its totality. . . . It is not 
their boasted inner decision that motivates the apparently free entre
preneurs but a soulless economic dynamism, and they have no way of 
opposing this state of affairs except by surrendering their very existence.70 

In short, the individual negates his or her own individuality in 
individualism. In the context of capitalist social relations, the 
needs of the whole community as well as those of the individual 
are distorted and denied. The era of large economic combines and 
the culture industry simply reinforces these trends. Therefore, the 
political task is to liberate the individual from the conditions of 
individualism.71 

If today the interest of the ‘general public’ [Allgemeinheit] is confronted 
by the blind persecution of itself, then the reason for this truth is to be 
found in that society in its present form is in contradiction to the self-
interest of most of its members. The overcoming of this contradiction, not 
the repression of individual interests, is the task which . . . is to be solved 
only through a definite change in the relations of production, the founda
tion of the whole of society.72 

This task is represented by Horkheimer as the struggle to realize 
the standpoint (‘interests’, ‘needs’) of ‘most of society’s members’. 
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In a number of aphorisms in Dämmerung, in ‘Remarks on science 
and crisis’ (1932) and in ‘The dispute over rationalism in contem
porary philosophy’ (1934), Horkheimer implied that this stand
point is the standpoint of the ‘progressive social forces’ who have 
become progressive by virtue of their position in the productive 
process. Theory must conform to the ‘menta l (geistigen) and 
materialistic situation . . . of a particular social class’ – the pro
letariat.73 It can be noted that this position is not unlike Lukács’s, 
as developed in History and Class Consciousness.74 For the young 
Horkheimer, the important thing about the proletariat is that it is 
developing needs which cannot be satisfied by capitalism’s rigid 
distribution of scarce values – needs which, if adequately articu
lated, can be fulfilled only through the realization of capitalism’s 
promise of ‘justice, equality and freedom’. Hence if those needs 
are transformed into militant class consciousness, they can become 
the basis for the actualization of the universalistic principles on 
which capitalism was founded.75 For as Marcuse wrote, the pro
letariat’s particular interest in its own liberation ‘is at the same 
time the general interest: it cannot free itself without abolishing 
itself as a class, and all classes. . . . the goals of the proletariat as 
revolutionary class are self-transcendent: while remaining histori
cal, concrete goals, they extend, in their class context, beyond the 
specific class content’.76 Until the very late 1930s Horkheimer 
believed that the critical intellectual’s thinking could be a 
‘stimulating, active factor . . . in the development of the masses’. 
By making its own the interest in emancipation, the interest in the 
transcendence of all class societies, critical theory could help to 
promote greater awareness about societal contradictions and thus 
an objective improvement in human existence.77 

With the late 1930s Horkheimer became more and more disil
lusioned about the potential development of the working class. 
Although he still stressed that the standpoint critical theory makes 
its own is conditioned by the productive process and the position 
of the proletariat, he emphasized, increasingly, that this position 
can be less and less associated with the practice of the working 
class.78 As a result, he sought to justify the objectivity of critical 
theory’s standpoint by reference to 

an interest in a rational organization of human activity which it [critical 
theory] has set itself to elucidate and legitimize. For it is not only con
cerned with goals as they have been prescribed by pre-existent life-forms, 
but with mankind and all its possibilities.79 
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The goal of a rational society ‘which today, of course, only appears 
to arise in the imagination, is really invested’, he added, ‘in every 
man’. It is given in human beings as potential.80 

For Horkheimer the concept of a rational society can only be 
gained ex negativo: it is a society pointed to by immanent critique, 
a society free of the contradictions of the existing order. But he 
says little, if anything, positive about the nature of such a society. 
This is deliberate. ‘In regard to the essential kind of change at 
which critical theory aims, there can be no . . . concrete conception 
of it until it actually comes about. If the proof of the pudding is in 
the eating, the eating here is still in the future.’81 The dialectic is 
necessarily negative. A ‘rational society’ can only emerge in ‘the 
struggle for the future’, in the struggle against ‘the world of capital’ 
(early Horkheimer) and ‘the domination of technical rationality in 
all its forms’ (later Horkheimer). It is only through the struggle 
against existing contradictions that the notion of a rational society 
can become more clearly defined. 

Horkheimer, however, discussed not only the idea of a rational 
society but also an interest in such a society which is embedded ‘in 
man’: it is, as he sometimes put it, ‘immanent to human labour’. 
What are the grounds for the claim that an interest in a rational 
society is’ immanent in man’ or given in humans’ as potential’? What 
is the status of this interest? The critic of society might well be able to 
point out ‘alternatives’, ‘closed-off possibilities’. But if these are to 
be taken as something other than the product of utopian thinking, 
they need a justified basis. If the charge of utopianism is to be 
dismissed, Horkheimer must, as he himself realized, assess the 
actual potentiality for a rational society. If the idea of a rational 
society is to be united with an actual historical movement, the 
latter’s possibility must be revealed.82 

Horkheimer’s response to these issues in his pre-1937 writings 
involves, I think, two interrelated sets of arguments.83 First, there 
is a claim that there are new needs developing which cannot be 
satisfied under the present system of labour and which represent, 
potentially, generalizable interests. This claim is defended by 
reference to Marx’s account of the development of capitalist 
economies. This account provides, to a large extent, the basis of his 
argument that individual self-interests are negated in capitalist 
society. Bourgeois society denies and limits ‘self-fulfilling praxis’. 
Following Marx, Horkheimer suggested that the proletariat can 
potentially transcend this condition. It has been prepared for this 
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task by its position in the productive process. In the position of 
wage labourer it is apparent that the pursuit of individual ‘profit’ 
(at the expense of other’s interests) is a self-defeating strategy. 
The isolated pursuit of individual interests denies the worker the 
power to pursue claims against capital. A strategy of collective 
action is, therefore, the only basis for the pursuit of certain basic 
needs and wants (increased material benefits, control over every
day life, satisfying work, for instance). It is only through collective 
action that individuals can establish the conditions for a fulfilling 
life. Ultimately, it is only through the abolition of the ‘economic 
structure which underlies all social change’, class relations, that 
‘individuality can be set free’. The collective struggle for the real
ization of greater individual freedom and happiness is part of the 
experience of many people. The struggle must be carried forward 
and developed if the ‘general interests’ of the masses are to be 
enhanced; that is, if ‘the free development of individuals, a just 
allocation of scarce values, equality in community’ are to be actual
ized. 

Second, there is the view that some phenomena which critical 
theory interprets can be shown to be natural properties of the 
species, which under certain conditions can be developed. Follow
ing Freud, especially his libido theory, Horkheimer argued that the 
instinctual structure of the species is directed toward the release of 
tension and the fulfilment of needs.84 As previously noted, libido 
theory, for Horkheimer, demonstrates that human beings share a 
striving for pleasure and self-preservation. Thus, there is a stratum 
of human existence which is ‘an ever-flowing source of stimuli’.85 

Although materialism reveals that the structure of human needs is 
changeable it recognizes, on Horkheimer’s account, that 

man’s striving for happiness is to be regarded as a natural fact requiring no 
justification . . . the satisfaction of desire, unlike ‘higher’ motives, requires 
no reasons, excuses, or justifications . . . men are determined by elemen
tary reactions of pleasure and pain.86 

But capitalism enforces restrictions on libidinal drives and, there
fore, perpetuates repressions, feelings of guilt and general suffer
ing. It does, however, through its massive increase in productive 
forces, create the possibility of the liberation of human potential
ity. Whether or not this potentiality will be realized is not a ques
tion that can be settled by a priori reasoning. The negation of the 
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negation, the abolition of existing limitations and restrictions on 
human development, is dependent on the autonomous acts of 
human beings. 

Post-war developments 
In light of the failure of revolution in the West, the absence of 
proletarian revolutionary consciousness, the growth of monopoly 
capitalism, the expansion of the (authoritarian) state and bureau
cracy, Horkheimer frequently acknowledged the need to revise his 
position.87 He became more and more concerned to preserve a 
past in danger of being forgotten – the history of struggles for 
emancipation – and maintain a capacity for independent, critical, 
thinking. 

By the early 1940s, there was little in Horkheimer’s work to 
suggest the imminent emergence of needs compatible with univer
sal moral principles. There was less discussion of the relation be
tween theory and revolutionary practice. The strategy of justifying 
critical theory’s project by reference to generalizable interests rep
resented by the position of the proletariat, became less and less 
important. Horkheimer concentrated on immanent criticism in the 
context of interdisciplinary research – although these two strands 
in his thinking often diverged. For example, projects in philosophy 
(on the philosophy of history) carried out simultaneously with 
empirical research (for example on authoritarianism) lacked the 
‘dynamic unity’ which he had argued was necessary in the 
Zeitschrift essays. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s these trends 
became more marked as Horkheimer’s interests underwent a 
number of alterations. 

Perhaps the most important development was his re-evaluation 
of certain metaphysical and theological traditions. By the mid 
1960s he felt he could not defend any philosophy or critical stance 
that lacked a theological moment; that is, an awareness of the 
transcendent, or the infinite, or the ‘Wholly other’.88 His thought 
became increasingly speculative as he sought to develop an 
areligious conception of theology – a theology which, while reject
ing all links with any kind of organized church or cultus, focused 
attention on dimensions of experience that transcend the empiri
cally given world. For Horkheimer, theology was the expression of 
humanity’s unappeasable longing to go beyond its immediate real
ity and to establish a free and just community.89 While traces of his 
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earlier concerns with the ‘interest of the general public’ (All-
gemeinheit) – the ‘interest in a rational society’ – are retained in 
this idea, they are very faint. It is hard to recognize Horkheimer’s 
original programme for a critique of ideology in his later works. 



7 Adorno’s conception of negative 
dialectics: epistemology and 
method 2 

Differences between Horkheimer and Adorno 

From the early 1930s, according to Horkheimer, philosophy was 
in a state of disarray. The great philosophical attempts to grasp the 
totality of life had failed. Classical German philosophy had degen
erated into a set of competing systems, highly abstract and equally 
arbitrary. In reaction, the Vienna circle (among other contempor
ary schools) led philosophy along a new path – a path, however, 
which was yet another cul-de-sac. From the position of the Vienna 
circle, it proved impossible to give an adequate account of the 
meaning of the ‘given’ and of the nature of philosophical and 
scientific activity. 

Horkheimer believed that many traditional philosophical con
cerns ought not to be completely rejected; they ought instead to be 
recast. He tended to emphasize the capacities of the social sciences 
to provide answers to important philosophical questions. Adorno 
sympathized with this position but tried to strengthen Hork-
heimer’s ‘anti-positivistic, speculative bent’.1 For Adorno, the 
primary task was an immanent critique of philosophy. Only the 
systematic critique of philosophy could adequately dispense with 
old problems and set the limits for new projects. As he argued in 
his inaugural address to the University of Frankfurt, seven years 
before he became a full member of the Institute, 

only an essentially undialectical philosophy, one which aims at ahistorical 
truth, could maintain that the old problems could simply be removed by 
forgetting them and starting fresh from the beginning. Only in the strictest 
dialectical communication with the most recent. . . . philosophy. . . . can a 
real change of philosophical consciousness prevail.2 

As art expressed social contradictions and antinomies in a 
mediated form, so, on Adorno’s account, philosophy embodied 
similar objective structures. And as certain forms of art could 
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preserve a critical perspective, so could particular philosophies. By 
examining the antagonisms and tensions of other theories, Adorno 
sought to develop a philosophy and style which would contribute 
to the establishment of a ‘critical social consciousness’.3 Hork¬ 
heimer was also interested in this enterprise. But while much of 
the latter’s effort was spent examining the social functions of sys
tems of thought – exposing the way in which these systems, 
perhaps valid at a certain level, serve to conceal or legitimate 
particular interests – Adorno concentrated his effort on an exami
nation of the way philosophy expresses the structure of society. 
Unlike Horkheimer, Adorno proceeded to investigate a variety of 
philosophies in considerable technical detail.4 

Apart from these differences of emphasis, there were differ
ences in the two men’s notions of how one could legitimately 
adjudicate between competing theories of society. Horkheimer’s 
early position was closer to the Lukács of History and Class Con
sciousness than Adorno could have ever found acceptable. From 
his earliest philosophical works onward, Adorno was concerned 
with a re-examination of the concept of truth.5 For him the truth of 
theory rested upon a particular type of dialectical criticism. This 
divergence, however, became less marked over time, as did the 
differences between the two men’s orientations. By the very early 
1940s there was sufficient common ground for Dialectic of Enlight
enment. Horkheimer’s position on the determination of the valid
ity of theory drew closer to Adorno’s. This was a result of both 
Horkheimer’s growing pessimism about the potential of the pro
letariat and the growing influence of Adorno in the Institute. 
Horkheimer’s summary of critical theory published in Studies in 
Philosophy and Social Science, 1941, bears Adorno’s mark, par
ticularly in the treatment of immanent criticism.6 Although 
Adorno’s general philosophical positions changed relatively little 
throughout his working life, he became more and more interested 
in the nature and practice of research. His growing willingness to 
extend the sphere of his activities to empirical research created 
more common ground with Horkheimer. None of this is to say that 
their style and orientations ever became the same. The differences 
were still sufficiently great to ensure that the two men did quite 
different work when writing independently. 
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The critique of philosophy: initial orientation 
Adorno’s views developed through an immanent critique of 
philosophy.7 Most philosophies, he contended, fail to provide an 
adequate account of the relation between subject and object.8 In 
his view, this relation is ‘neither an ultimate duality nor a screen 
hiding ultimate unity’.9 Subject and object are constituted by one 
another but are irreducible to each other – neither can be wholly 
subsumed by the other. They are internally related, interdepen
dent structures within which the cognitive process unfolds. Yet 
many philosophies, as will be illustrated below, reduce subject to 
object or vice versa and thereby proclaim false identities. Adorno 
was most concerned to assess this state of affairs as it was mani
fested in the history of bourgeois philosophy. He was particularly 
anxious to expose the fallacies of subjectivism, the result of too 
great an emphasis, although it is often hidden or denied, on the 
role of the subject. Subjectivism finds one of its classical expres
sions in bourgeois idealism – as represented, for instance, in 
Hegel’s work – with its emphasis on constitutive subjectivity, or 
crudely put, on the idea that the subject’s concepts produce the 
world. Along with quite different philosophical approaches (such 
as empiricism), bourgeois idealism embraces what Adorno called 
‘identity thinking’. Identity thinking (discussed in detail later in the 
chapter) aims at the subsumption of all particular objects under 
general definitions and/or a unitary system of concepts. The ten
dency in contemporary social institutions to ‘total’ organization is, 
Adorno claimed, the historical counterpart to this mode of think
ing; the particular is subsumed under the general concept as the 
individual is subsumed under ‘the plan’. This type of thinking, 
Adorno tried to show, correctly registers but falsely affirms 
dominant ideologies. 

A second classical expression of subjectivism is philosophical 
scepticism – as manifested, for example, in the empiricist tradition. 
On inquiry into its various guises, philosophical scepticism is 
shown to be internally inconsistent. But more importantly, it 
serves to block the critical assessment of social existence. For in 
the characteristic forms of its social and political philosophy the 
authority of the individual alone is thought to be justified. Indi
viduals are left ‘free’ to believe whatever they will. Both the prom
inence and illusory freedom of the bourgeois subject are sanc
tioned by these ideas. Philosophical scepticism is the reverse side 
of identity thinking, but it is equally unacceptable to Adorno. 
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Hegel, Benjamin and Nietzsche 
In order to grasp the distinctive characteristics of Adorno’s 
thought, it is necessary to understand a number of the determining 
influences on his thinking.10 Among them are three crucial sources 
of ideas: first, his acceptance of aspects of Marx’s critique of 
Hegel’s notion of history; second, his concern with Benjamin’s 
criticism of conceptual thinking, Benjamin’s stress on the impossi
bility of universal history, the importance of the particular and the 
difficulties of comprehending it; third, his adherence to Nietzsche’s 
views on the absence of ultimate foundations in epistemology, the 
falsity of identity thinking and the importance of method and style. 
Each of these formative elements in Adorno’s thinking deserves 
some comment. 

Like Horkheimer, Adorno thought he could draw a distinction 
between aspects of Hegel’s work which could be legitimately em
ployed for the development of a materialistic and dialectical 
method and those which had to be discarded. He was impressed 
by, and sought to utilize, in a recast form, Hegel’s method, his 
emphasis on process – on mind as activity – and his notion of 
determinate negation. He rejected Hegel’s concept of philosophy, 
his system, his notions of the identity of subject and object and of 
the Absolute Idea. Negative Dialectics, Adorno’s most mature 
statement of his position, sets out to free dialectics from affirma
tive traits which are entailed in Hegel’s notion of the negation of 
the negation,11 free our understanding of history from the fallacies 
which follow from too great an emphasis on subjectivity, and free 
our thinking from systemic approaches. In some ways Adorno’s 
position represents a series of inversions of Hegel’s approach. 

Hegel’s Phenomenology of Mind, especially the section on the 
Master and Slave, shows the origins of the I, the ego, in the ‘Not 
I’, the non-ego.12 The analysis reveals the genesis of consciousness 
and self-consciousness. Specifically, it reveals the way in which all 
forms of consciousness develop and are inextricably intertwined 
with socio-life processes. For Adorno these insights are crucial. 
Following Hegel, he maintained that a central task of philosophy is 
to reflect upon these processes and describe their structure and 
development. Cognition is to be understood in light of its 
development in actual social processes, not by ‘describing in 
advance the cognitive achievement in accordance with a logical or 
scientific model to which, in truth, productive knowledge in no way 
corresponds’.13 However, Adorno held, Hegel failed to pursue the 
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logic of this kind of perspective. For he ‘hypostatized the mind’.14 

Not only did he falsify ‘the object ideologically, calling it a free act 
of the absolute subject; he also recognized in the subject a self-
representing objectivity’, thus failing to appreciate the degree to 
which ideology impinges upon the individual.15 (By ‘objectivity’ 
Adorno is not referring to a notion in the philosophy of social 
science, but to the structure of reality – ‘the conditions, institutions 
and forces of society’.)16 

In opposition to Hegel, Adorno argued that reality cannot be 
grasped from a single standpoint.17 The idea that there is a vantage 
point outside the sway of socio-cultural development – that is, the 
standpoint of that development’s completion – from which one can 
assess history as a whole is illegitimate. The illusion that the mind 
has privileged access to such an Archimedean point and can, as a 
result, achieve self-sufficiency, forgets the ‘effort of conceptualiza
tion’. It fails, moreover, to understand the nature of this effort. 
Thinking is a form of praxis, always historically conditioned; as 
physical labour transforms and negates the material world under 
changing historical circumstances, so mental labour, under chang
ing historical conditions, alters its object world through criticism. 
The illusion also leads invariably to a highly abstract (misleading 
and arbitrary) categorization of the world. Against Hegel’s notion 
of a cognitive process that unfolds into a unity in the absolute idea 
(the complete identity of subject and object), Adorno’s under
standing suggests only negativity – that the difference between 
subject and object cannot be abolished. He rejects the representa
tion of the cognitive process as a series of developmental opposi
tions which reach new syntheses only to be dissolved by new 
oppositions until a harmonious reconciliation is attained. The 
poles within which the cognitive process works do not admit of a 
simple harmonious resolution. The capacity of dialectics to trans
cend opposition is limited. Critique cannot escape the terms of 
reference of its object. The grounds for transcendence in history 
are strictly (and tragically) circumscribed – by particular historical 
conditions. Clearly, philosophy cannot transform these conditions. 
But it can help to create the precondition for their alteration. 

The power of reflection is inadequate to ‘grasp the totality of the 
real’. Hegel’s notion of universal history, of grasping the whole of 
social development, eternalizes history in categories of the pres
ent. For reason is not simply autonomous. Adorno’s critique of 
Hegel’s notion of history as the manifestation of World Spirit 
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parallels Marcuse’s. Reason is bound by historical circumstances 
which constrain thinking.18 The only way in which the historical 
process might be conceived as a whole is negatively. 

Universal history must be construed and denied. After the catastrophes 
that have happened, and in view of the catastrophes to come, it would be 
cynical to say that a plan for a better world is manifested in history and 
unites it. Not to be denied for that reason, however, is the unity that 
cements the discontinuous, chaotically splintered moments and phases of 
history – the unity of the control of nature, progressing to rule over men, 
and finally to that over men’s inner nature. No universal history leads 
from savagery to humanitarianism, but there is one leading from the 
slingshot to the megaton bomb.19 

If history has any unity, it is that given by suffering. 
The ‘desire to control’ the world, Adorno believed, lies beneath 

all philosophical attempts – particularly those attempts which lead 
to the construction of systems – to represent the totality. Disorder 
in reality leads to the desire for order in thought. From the seven
teenth century philosophical systems played a very important 
compensatory role. Motivated by fear of chaos and impotency in 
the world, they produced within themselves what bourgeois 
reason failed to produce outside of itself.20 The ‘desire to control’, 
Adorno thought, is a necessary feature of everyday life which is 
made more acute by capitalism. But such a desire does not lead by 
itself to truth, as an examination of the great philosophical systems 
of the bourgeois era reveals.21 As Adorno put i t / the philosophical 
systems were antinomical from the outset. Their rudiments 
entwined with their own impossibility’.22 Systems try to interpret 
the world. They call for an ‘orderly organization and presentation 
of thoughts’. Most often they claim their concepts to be adequate to 
their object: they claim to have identified their object fully. 
The great systems were accompanied by a ‘paranoid zeal’ to 
embrace the whole, to tolerate nothing outside of themselves. For 
‘the slightest remnant of non-identity sufficed to deny an identity 
conceived as total’.23 But systems enter into an inevitable conflict 
with the objectivity they pretend to have grasped. The many qual
itative dimensions of the object disappear in the system – but only 
to arise later to contradict it. History defies systems. The fate of 
Hegel’s system presents a classic example of such defiance. His 
identity thinking proved inadequate to comprehend the past and 
future path of human reason. He failed to grasp the ‘object’s point 
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of view’. For Adorno ‘the matters of true philosophical interest at 
this point in history are those in which Hegel, agreeing with tradi
tion, expressed his disinterest. They are non-conceptual, the indi
vidual, and the particular. . . . 2 4 To understand these phenomena, 
Adorno argued, ‘we are not to philosophize about concrete things; 
we are to philosophize, rather, out of these things’.25 Adorno drew 
similar conclusions in his major studies on Kierkegaard, Husserl and 
Heidegger.26 

Adorno’s critique of Hegel bears the influence of both Benjamin 
and Nietzsche. Benjamin’s influence was central. For example, a 
number of the main categories of Benjamin’s Ursprung des Deuts¬ 
chen Trauerspieles [Origin of German Tragic Drama], found their 
way into Adorno’s work. However, these categories were not sim
ply borrowed and utilized in a straightforward fashion. On the 
contrary, Adorno recast them within the terms of reference of a 
philosophy that is, unlike Benjamin’s early writings, materialistic 
and dialectical.27 

In the Origin of German Tragic Drama Benjamin was critical of 
identity theory on a number of grounds. First, he rejected the 
claim that an individual phenomenon could be grasped and its 
truth known by subsuming it under general concepts. Second, he 
maintained – contrary to most classical German philosophy – that 
the universal could only be grasped within the particular. Concrete 
individual phenomena expressed the universal within their very 
structure. Third, he argued that discrete and disparate phenomena 
could be grasped only through the recovery of the ‘Ideas’ – the 
symbolic representations – they embody. Crudely put, ‘ideas’ can 
be represented by concepts of particular configurations of concrete 
elements. Ideas are timeless. They represent the objective 
interpretation of ‘historical crystallizations’ which emerge from the 
‘process of becoming and decay’ in history. Benjamin compared 
ideas to monads. Every idea, he argued, ‘contains an image of the 
world’ and expresses ‘unintentional truth’ (intentionslose Wahr¬ 
heit) – that is, subjectively unintended truth – about aspects of the 
world’s structure.28 Fourth, Benjamin stressed the difficulties 
involved in all efforts to comprehend unique concrete elements 
and ideas. In his texts he sought to determine and exemplify the 
method and style most suitable to his task. As the representative of 
truth, philosophy, he thought, must remain true to the form of its 
object. Benjamin utilized ‘constellations’ – sets of concepts, clus
ters of juxtaposed words and terms – to assist in the reconstruc-
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tion of particulars, and, thus, in the representation of ideas. Con
stellations were created to characterize a phenomenon while not 
suggesting that concept and object are identical. Benjamin often 
presented his material in a fragmentary and aphoristic style in 
order to underline its inevitable incompleteness. 

Benjamin’s emphasis on the uniqueness, importance and com
plexity of the particular, his highly unconventional concept of 
induction (reversing the standard relation of particular to general) 
and many other of his concepts (for instance, ‘constellation’) had a 
profound impact on Adorno’s earliest works. Benjamin’s later 
reflections, in his more materialistic phase, on the question of the 
relation between ideas and material reality also left important 
traces on Adorno’s writings. In his Passagenarbeit (the uncom
pleted study of Paris in the nineteenth century), Benjamin formu
lated the issue in the following terms: 

The question is namely: if the substructure determines the superstructure 
to a certain degree, its thought and experience material, yet this deter
mination is not one of simply copying or reflection, how is it then – totally 
apart from the question of its causal origins – to be characterized? As its 
expression. The superstructure is the expression of the substructure. The 
economic conditions under which society exists come to expression in the 
superstructure.29 

The superstructure was the expression, on Benjamin’s account, of 
objective, historical circumstances. The task of the critic was to 
reveal the ‘unintentional’ truth about socio-cultural formations 
embodied within it. Adorno agreed. The level of Adorno’s agree
ment can be measured by his continual attempt to show how in 
philosophical thought, antinomies, illegitimate abstractions and 
the one-sided treatment of problems, express aspects of the struc
ture of society. Benjamin and Adorno disagreed, however, on how 
the ‘truth’ was to be grasped. Unlike Benjamin, Adorno always 
emphasized that interpretation and theory are necessary in order 
to uncover the meaning of objects. As he put it in one of his 
earliest statements on the subject: 

In this remains the great, perhaps everlasting paradox: philosophy persis
tently, and with the claim of truth, must proceed interpretively without 
ever possessing a sure key to interpretation; nothing more is given to it 
than fleeting, disappearing traces within the riddle figures of that which 
exists and their astonishing entwinings. The history of philosophy is 
nothing other than the history of such entwinings. Thus it reaches so few 
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results’. It must always begin anew and therefore cannot do without the 
least thread which earlier times have spun, and through which the linea¬ 
ture is perhaps completed which could transform the ciphers into a text.30 

Sometimes Benjamin seemed to suggest that the mere juxtaposi
tion of concrete elements was enough to release the truth of par
ticulars. Although Benjamin’s positions change he often denied 
the necessity of theoretical intervention.31 Adorno rejected this 
view. True interpretations could only be achieved through the 
confrontation between individual phenomena and the particular 
linguistic act of the interpreter. He readily granted that many types 
of superstructural phenomena contained objective truths. But 
these truths were often inadequately interpreted by their creators 
and were not self-explanatory. To be grasped fully, the interven
tion of the theorist was necessary. The nature of Adorno’s proce
dures for interpretation will be clarified below.32 

Nietzsche’s influence on Adorno is no less significant. In fact, 
Nietzsche’s ideas constitute one of the most important sources for 
the development of Adorno’s views.33 It is useful to draw out some 
of the connections between the two men’s work. Adorno does not 
accept Nietzsche’s claim that all beliefs can maintain the same 
validity as long as they are grounded in some want or need.34 

Ultimately, he rejects Nietzsche’s non-rationalist concept of real
ity and his notion of truth. However, many of Nietzsche’s argu
ments against other philosophers and many of his positions, for 
example, on the problem of grounding, the validity of identity 
theory, the import of style, are admired and employed by Adorno 
throughout his writings. References to Nietzsche are numerous. 

Nietzsche’s profound scepticism of all values and ideas which 
are taken for granted and thought to be legitimate, his critical 
stance and commitment to a revaluation and transformation of all 
values and concepts, impressed Adorno. Adorno’s critique of 
philosophy, sociology and culture shares many aspects of 
Nietzsche’s radical perspective. It also shares Nietzsche’s rejection 
of idealism, of notions of the self-sufficiency of mind, of ideas 
which suggest the inferiority of the ‘not-I’ and of thinking which 
can only express itself in systems. Nietzsche ‘refused homage to 
the speculative concept, the hypostasis of the mind’ and this for 
Adorno was ‘a liberating act, a true turning point of Western 
thought’.35 Nietzsche’s criticisms of philosophical categories that 
fail to grasp the dynamic processes of the world are also taken up 
by Adorno. Nietzsche maintained that the world is in a state of 



Adorno’s conception of negative dialectics 209 

continual transition and development.36 Reality is process; it is 
becoming. Becoming is ‘invention, willing, self-denial, overcoming 
of oneself: no subject, but an action, a positing, creative, no “cause 
and effects’”.37 Hence reality cannot be explained by reference to 
final states and goals. Nor can it be assessed, Nietzsche also 
argued, from any ‘ultimate standpoint’. 

Becoming is of equivalent value every moment; the sum of its values 
always remain the same; in other words, it has no value at all, for anything 
against which to measure it, and in relation to which the word ‘value’ 
would have meaning, is lacking. The total value of the world cannot be 
evaluated?38 

For Nietzsche, to comprehend aspects of the continually changing 
world requires a method adequate to this dynamic structure.39 To a 
large extent, Adorno agreed. He continually emphasized, follow
ing Nietzsche as well as Hegel and Marx on this point, that the 
motion of history is ‘internalized in the structure of thinking’, and 
that in order to grasp history we must develop methods suitable to 
its changing structure.40 He employed a notion of becoming, of a 
continuous dynamic in history, in his critique of philosophies and 
sociologies that hypostasize the world. He often utilized similar 
notions in his critique of all attempts to uncover an ultimate origin, 
or to establish ultimate foundations in philosophy. There is no 
foundation for the cognitive process independent of history. This 
position, he hoped to demonstrate, does not entail a commitment 
to historicism or radical relativism. A critical perspective can be 
preserved. 

Nietzsche’s method of asking and answering questions is depen
dent on his critical stance and his belief that there are no ultimate 
criteria to which we can appeal. He intends his criticisms as critic
isms of particular phenomena. He claimed, for example, that one 
cannot assess humanity per se (although some of his comments and 
works contradict this). The critique of humanity can only be a 
critique of what constitutes humanity at a particular point in 
time.41 Adorno’s emphasis on negative dialectics shared this sense 
of the limits of criticism. He also shared Nietzsche’s sense of the 
power of this approach.42 For both thinkers the criticism of beliefs, 
ideas and modes of thinking is at one and the same time the 
criticism of society and/or nature as known. Both sought to 
examine – albeit very differently – the way in which we construct 
and represent the real. Both hoped to reveal, thereby, the falla-
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cious nature of many interpretations of reality and to expose cer
tain underlying neglected factors. For example, Nietzsche argued: 

In the formation of reason, logic, the categories, it was need that was 
authoritative: the need, not to ‘know’, but to subsume, to schematize, for 
the purpose of intelligibility and calculation. (The development of reason 
is adjustment, invention, with the aim of making similar, equal – the same 
process that every sense impression goes through!) No pre-existing ‘idea’ 
was here at work, but the utilitarian fact that only when we see things 
coarsely and made equal do they become calculable and usable to us.43 

On Nietzsche’s account, the categories of everyday life as well as 
the categories of classical philosophy have an instrumental value – 
they are valid in so far as they serve some purpose or need. 
Nietzsche often interpreted these needs as an expression of the 
‘will to power’. Ultimately, in his opinion, it is this ‘will’ which 
constitutes the real. Adorno rejected this view. Nonetheless, his 
thought is permeated by some of Nietzsche’s views in this area. 
Adorno agreed, as Dialectic of Enlightenment reveals, that what is 
taken as true is often a result of instrumental reasoning and/or 
imposition. He recognized, moreover, in all thoughts that seek to 
identify, a pragmatic dimension, an effort to bring objects under 
control.44 His notions of different types of thinking, however, sug
gest other dimensions which Nietzsche’s thought did not embrace. 

Nietzsche’s lack of concern for social and economic questions is 
striking.45 He absolutized the ‘will to power’ without detailed con
sideration of power. Despite dissent from the teachings and 
attitudes of the day, Nietzsche’s thought reflects resignation to ‘the 
powers that be’ – to the ‘nature-like process of social fate’.46 He 
was finally ‘brought under the sway . . . of bourgeois society’.47 His 
critical views were not critical enough. But his style taught Adorno 
an immense amount. Adorno is consistent in his admiration of the 
way Nietzsche’s writings had sought to refuse ‘complicity with the 
world’.48 For Adorno, following Nietzsche (and, of course, Benja
min), the preservation of independent thinking requires defiance 
of society’s language.49 

Style 

The meaning of Adorno’s thought cannot be fully comprehended 
if one concentrates simply on content at the expense of form.50 

Adorno strove for a consistency between the style of his writings 
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and their themes. The structure of many of his works enact his 
concern with the development of repressive systems of thought 
and organization. He sought to disclose and express the situation 
of the individual in contemporary society – a situation moulded 
ever more by the exchange process, bureaucracy and the culture 
industry. 

Adorno’s writings emphasize the disparity – often hidden or 
denied – between an object’s claim for itself and its actual perfor
mance. His works investigate and display discontinuity, dishar
mony and contradiction within the social whole. While a society by 
virtue of its continual development defies exact definition, the 
non-identical, if it is to be revealed, must, Adorno insisted, be 
made apparent in the form and the content of a work.51 In order to 
break the grip of all closed systems of thought (Hegelian idealism, 
for example, or orthodox Marxism) and to prevent an unreflected 
affirmation of society typical of bourgeois ideology, Adorno con
ceived of his writings as a series of analyses and interventions. His 
frequent preference for an aphoristic style or the essay form 
reflects his concern, on the one hand, to undermine all systems of 
thought that claim completeness and, on the other, to preserve the 
uniqueness of the particular. The contradictions and antinomies of 
the object were reproduced in the structure of his text. On his 
account it could not be otherwise. For their resolution is depen
dent on history, not philosophy. 

Further, there is more involved in the reading of a text, Adorno 
argued, than gleaning information. Reading involves and evokes 
complex experiences which can to some extent be effected by 
careful composition. Through ‘provocative formulation’ and 
‘dramatic emphasis’, Adorno hoped to create conditions under 
which the social world could be reappraised. The battery of tech
niques he employed to stir the reader include careful choice of 
verb tenses, a mass of references and cross-references, the use of 
irony and ironic inversion, hyperbole, chiasmus (a grammatical 
figure which inverts in a second clause the word order of the first), 
repetition of the familiar, seemingly endless repetition of some 
themes and glaring omissions of others.52 Adorno did not believe, 
of course, that he could provide all the cues for the interpretation 
of his texts. He sought above everything else to sustain and create 
the capacities for new and genuine critical thinking. His comments 
on Schoenberg’s music could equally well be applied to the de
mand that his own writing lays upon the reader: ‘it requires the 
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listener spontaneously to compose its inner movement and de
mands of him not mere contemplation but praxis’.53 The reader 
has to struggle for the meaning of phenomena in a context in 
which the validity of traditional categories has been severely 
undermined. In a ‘total’ society, a reified social world, Adorno 
presented his themes so as to register and evoke dissonance and 
difference. He hoped thereby to write in a way that would pre
vent his texts from being integrated and co-opted. 

Adorno’s style, however, does vary. It varies with the method he 
employed, the telos of a work and the audience he addressed. 
There are aphorisms, essays, monographs and lengthy texts. Some
times he expressed himself simply and at other times in a very 
complicated manner. Despite these differences, his writings main
tain a distinctive form. Given his rejection of philosophical first 
principles Adorno could not present his writings around a con
tinuous chain of deductive argument. His theory of identity think
ing and reification, his view that ‘objects do not go into their 
concepts without leaving a remainder’, ensured that he had to 
develop a special way of presenting his object of inquiry if he was 
to sustain his claim to be going beyond conventional methods. He 
tried to do this by constructing ‘the whole from a series of com
plexes of parts’ – the set of which produces insight.54 Only a 
number of representations of the object can lead to an approxima
tion of it. Adorno often referred to these as a ‘constellation’.55 

None of this means that the ‘complexes of parts’ can be arranged 
in an ad hoc manner. ‘Properly written texts’, he stated, ‘are like 
spiders’ webs: tight, concentric, transparent, well-spun and firm.’56 

They should be organized around a middle point which is articu
lated by the constellation. In a philosophical text all statements 
‘ought to be equally close to the centre’.57 Adorno often presents 
his findings as ‘figures’, ‘images’, ‘prisms’, ‘models’ in order to 
underline their inevitable incompleteness. Style is an important 
weapon in the fight for truth against philosophical and social abso
lutes. 

Negative dialectics: non-identity thinking 
The struggle for emancipation depends upon particular material 
and historical conditions, which Adorno believed are less and less 
favourable to its success. ‘No recollection of transcendence is poss
ible any more, save by way of perdition; eternity appears, not as 
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such, but diffracted through the most perishable.’58 Yet, within 
Adorno’s terms of reference a glimmer of hope remains. Negative 
Dialectics 

is a critique of the fact that critique itself, contrary to its own tendency, 
must remain within the medium of the concept. . . . It lies in the definition 
of negative dialectics that it will not come to rest in itself, as if it were total. 
This is its form of hope.50 

Adorno does not see much room for optimism. But historical cir
cumstances, within which all metaphysics and belief systems are 
anchored, might change. History does not and cannot provide a 
stable foundation for any thought system. If thinking can continu
ally be dissolved into a critical process, at least receptivity to a 
moment of transcendence can be preserved. Negative dialectics 
alone cannot lead to change. But it can help to break the grip of all 
conceptual systems which would freeze the object and ignore its 
genesis. Ultimately, it is the position of the particular, changing 
configurations of objects (whether natural or social things, or 
human practices), which Adorno sought to explicate. In Negative 
Dialectics he aimed to demonstrate the priority of the object and, 
at one and the same time, confirm the mediation of subject and 
object. As he wrote: 

An object can be conceived only by a subject but always remains some
thing other than the subject, whereas a subject by its very nature is from 
the outset an object as well. Not even as an idea can we conceive a subject 
that is not an object, but we can conceive an object that is not a subject. 
To be an object also is part of the meaning of subjectivity; but it is not 
equally part of the meaning of objectivity to be a subject.60 

Adorno’s goal was to show how the history of mind, which he 
conceived as the attempt of the subject to gain distance from the 
object, continually reveals the ‘superiori ty of objectivity’.61 

Objects exist for us.62 Without conceptuality we could not grasp 
them. But objects do not therefore dissolve into concepts. Over 
time concepts disappear, as a result of their own inevitable insuffi
ciency, into the flux and process of objects. The history of the 
subject is a history of it giving way to the predominance of objec
tivity. By means of the concept, Adorno sought to transcend the 
concept and reach the ‘non-conceptual’.63 In salvaging the particu
lar through remembrance, the hold of all-embracing rationalities 
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might be broken and a space for freedom – creative, spontaneous 
thought and action – might be created. How is this to be done? 

To comprehend something we must, to begin with, perceive it in 
its immanent connections with other things and examine the condi
tions under which it exists and becomes.64 The history ‘locked in 
the object can only be delivered by a knowledge mindful of the 
historic positional value of the object in its relation to other 
objects’.65 Adorno’s materialism insists upon the necessity of trac
ing out the inner history of the object – the way it is mediated in 
history. The central category in negative dialectics for the com
prehension of the object is ‘possibility’, which reality has cheated 
the object of, but which is nonetheless visible.66 In exploring possi
bility with ‘constellations’, we can explore the historical process 
stored in the object – its actualization and limitation.67 

Knowledge is embedded in tradition. Tradition serves, Adorno 
recognized, to mediate between known objects, It is contained in 
the simplest of questions and in the most complex of answers. The 
question is, how is critical theory, embroiled in tradition, able to 
transcend it?68 For Adorno the answer lay in non-identity thinking 
which depends upon, and yet alters, existent convention. Adorno 
elaborated non-identity thinking juxtaposed with identity think
ing. The essential differences between the two types of thinking 
are summarized in the table on page 215.69 Negative dialectics is 
non-identity thinking which Adorno often also referred to as 
immanent criticism or the immanent method. It operates within 
the ‘force-field’ between concept (Begriff) and object, idea and 
material world. It confronts its object with norms which the object 
itself has formed. It examines contradictions between the object’s 
idea of itself and its actual existence. In this process it surpasses the 
object’s self-image, and brings the object into flux. Thus the 
immanent method, through its capacity to produce a ‘heightened 
perception of the thing itself, cannot escape a certain ‘transcen
dent’ quality.70 The transcendent element of this approach does 
not, of course, lead to a once and for all grasp of the totality. 
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On Adorno’s account, ‘to define identity as the correspondence 
of the thing-in-itself to its concept is hubris; but the ideal of iden
tity must not simply be discarded.’71 For the idea of rational iden
tity (see page 215), contained within the ideal, preserves’a place for 
utopia’, a notion of the possible, which is always in danger of being 
overlooked or suppressed. Non-identity thinking can uncover this 
moment. At one level it is not difficult to point to the non-identical 
element which a judgement of identity fails to grasp; ‘every single 
object subsumed under a class has definitions not contained in the 
definitions of that class’.72 But it is also the case, more importantly, 
that within a certain range of concepts (for example freedom, 
justice or beauty) – concepts which are not simply abstractions 
from ‘the characteristic unit of individual objects’ (for example 
triangle) – definitions are contained which the object itself might 
fail to fulfil. These concepts embody ideas which are more and less 
than the particular. They are less because the object always has 
qualities which its concept fails to grasp. They are more because 
the concept comprehends more than a particular thing. For these 
concepts point to a set of ideal properties – conditions and rela
tions – held to be essential to the object and yet other than it. 
Concepts thereby can connote what the particular object is and is 
not.73 They can become means to reveal the difference between 
the actuality and potentiality of a given thing. Cognition of non-
identity thus allows identification of an object but in more ways 
and to a greater extent than identity thinking.74 The general condi
tions referred to in an object’s concept highlight the state of exis
tence of the object. Through the object’s concept access is pro
vided to an understanding and evaluation of the object. For exam
ple, 

the judgement that a man is free refers to the concept of freedom; but this 
concept in turn is more than is predicated of the man, and by other 
definitions the man is more than the concept of his freedom. The concept 
says not only that it can be applied to all men defined as free; it feeds on 
the idea of a condition in which individuals would have qualities not to be 
ascribed to anyone here and now.75 

This condition would be one in which men and women meet and 
fulfil all the properties and conditions contained in the notion of 
freedom.76 In the so-called free society in which we live the 
inequality of social power ensures that the claimed identity be
tween concept (freedom) and object (the present state of affairs) is 
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false. The negation of the concept of freedom in practice points to 
aspects of society which aid, restrict and restrain freedom’s actual
ization. 

In the analysis of a particular entity we start with its concept and 
reveal non-identity (where identity all too often is assumed). 
Through this immanent method, Adorno argued, the individuality 
of the particular can be uncovered – through categories which are 
intrinsic to it rather than through notions which are imposed from 
without. Negative dialectics depends on the internally related em
ployment of the categories of concept and object, appearance and 
essence, particular and universal, and part and whole (totality). 
Through the examination of the formation of concepts and the 
disjuncture between them and the objects they seek to cover, 
Adorno’s dialectical method aims to disclose the processes of 
mutual constitution and alteration between object and totality. In 
this examination the object is also assessed in terms of what it 
appears to be and what it is (its essence) – revealing the universal 
within the particular, i.e. the nature of the particular as constituted 
in the totality. It is important to note that Adorno’s notion of 
totality is ‘decentered’. Totality cannot be reduced, as in Hegel or 
Lukács, to a specific ‘genetic centre’ or ‘creator subject’; for it is, 
in Jay’s words, ‘a constellation of interactions without a specific 
origin’.77 As Adorno became more and more sceptical about the 
chances of the proletariat acting as revolutionary subject, he con
tinually sought to uncover and clarify a foundation for critique in 
configurations of objects and relations. 

Most other approaches to the study of society (for example 
those typical of conventional sociology) duplicate, Adorno argued, 
the reified and opaque nature of society. They perceive society as 
an object which is to be understood through methods similar to 
those of the natural sciences. In contrast, critical theory seeks to 
understand, analyse and enact in its very structure the subjective 
ground of society: society is not simply an object; it is a subject-
object. It is both the subject of knowledge and the object. 

Society is subjective because it refers back to the human beings who 
create it, and its organizational principles too refer back to subjective 
consciousness and its most general form of abstraction – logic, something 
essentially subjective. Society is objective because, on account of its 
underlying structure, it cannot perceive its own subjectivity, because it 
does not possess a total subject and through its organization it thwarts the 
installation of such a subject.78 
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To comprehend society we must know it from the inside; we must 
know its formative processes. If society is treated as a ‘neutral 
object’, these processes will not be grasped and society qua 
subject-object will be violated. The object will be attributed qual
ities it does not have of itself. It will be reconstructed (hence 
comprehended) with categories which are imposed from without. 
Adorno refused to define the concepts he employed. For to do so 
would be to suggest rational identity. The history and process that 
constitutes the genesis of objects ensure that they cannot be simply 
defined. To avoid such definitions he constructed constellations of 
concepts in order to ‘indicate’, to ‘gesture’ the particularity of the 
object. He did concede, however, that some concepts (the 
authoritarian personality, for example) might well have to be 
introduced (with definitions) in order to grasp an ‘ontology of the 
wrong state of affairs’; that is, a state in which illusions are pro
duced and social contradictions reproduced.79 To interpret such a 
state, the introduction of theory is unavoidable. But this does not 
mean that theory is unconstrained.80 As Adorno wrote, 

Theory. . . . must transform the concepts which it brings, as it were, from 
the outside into those which the object has of itself, into that which the 
object would, left to itself, like to be, and confront it with what it is. It 
must dissolve the rigidity of the temporally and spatially fixed object into a 
field of tension of the possible and the real: each one, in order to exist, is 
dependent upon the other. . . . [In this sense] theory is indisputably criti
cal.81 

The development of such theory is the telos of social science.82 

Negative dialectics and Marx’s theory of value 
Subject and object, mind and material world are relational con
cepts: they presuppose each other. Yet the process of their mutual 
constitution, Adorno contended, takes place in the formation of 
the object. Subject and object are differentiated by objectivity. 
Their separation is a feature of the object. In order to comprehend 
the object we must grasp its development; in order to assess it we 
must grasp the standards it crystallizes. There is no method inde
pendent of the object; no strict separation between reality and 
method can be sustained. 
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Anyone who wishes to follow the structure of his object and conceptual
izes it as possessing motion in itself does not have at his disposal a method 
independent of the object.83 

Methods themselves must be adequate to the character of social 
forms. 

From this perspective one can understand the importance 
Adorno placed on Marx’s work and particularly the theory of 
value. In a number of places throughout his writings he used 
Marx’s analysis of exchange as an example of non-identity think
ing. Exchange, on Marx’s account, is claimed to be exchange of 
equivalents, yet it is unequal. As Adorno expressed it: 
The assertion of the equivalence of what is exchanged, the basis of all 
exchange, is repudiated by its consequences. As the principle of exchange, 
by virtue of its immanent dynamics, extends to the living labours of human 
beings it changes compulsively into objective inequality, namely that of 
social classes. Forcibly stated, the contradiction is that exchange takes 
place justly and unjustly.84 

But the significance of Marx’s work goes beyond its use as an 
example; aspects of it provide the model for Adorno’s own 
method. ‘In a grand manner’, he wrote, ‘the unity of the critique of 
scientific and meta-scientific sense is revealed in the work of 
Marx.’ Unwilling to accept traditional modes of grounding know
ledge, Adorno adopted the critical procedure which has most suc
cessfully disentangled bourgeois ideology, namely the method 
Marx employed in his analysis of exchange value and commodity 
fetishism. He claimed, therefore, that his approach was historically 
relevant and, more important, adequate to history’s dynamic. 

Marx’s analysis exposed, Adorno maintained, the prime source 
of illusion in capitalism and the necessity of immanent criticism to 
overcome it.85 Through the exchange process and its subsequent 
fetishization, unlike phenomena are equated. This occurs in two 
ways: social phenomena are reified on the one hand and, on the 
other, inanimate things are treated as if they had the qualities of 
the social. Both processes create and sustain identity thinking. As 
a result of reification definite relations between human beings 
appear in the form of characteristics of, or relations between, mat
erial objects, and concepts of things are applied to social relations. 
With the attribution of properties of social relations to ‘things’, a 
deceptive equation of concept and object also occurs. It is impor
tant not to conceive of these phenomena as simple errors of con-
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sciousness. They are socially created illusions which project images 
about the world which contain both truth and error. They contain 
truth in so far as they reflect the process of commodity exchange, a 
process which does equate unlike things: 

the exchange principle, the reduction of human labour to its abstract 
universal concept of average labour-time, is fundamentally related to the 
principle of identification. Identification has its social model in exchange 
and exchange would be nothing without it.86 

It is through the universalization of exchange that the dissimilar 
becomes comparable. But identity thinking as, for instance, reified 
thinking, is unable to penetrate the appearances of society and 
perceive the ‘non-identical’ underlying it. Thus, it cannot com
prehend the nature of the social relations of production which, in 
their many complex forms, determine society’s character. 

According to Adorno, Marx showed that conceptuality is imma
nent to reality not merely as ‘ the constitutive conceptuality of the 
knowing subject’ but as ‘a conceptuality which holds sway in re
ality [Sache] itself’.87 The latter is an illusion immanent to the 
bourgeois social world and created by the exchange process. Marx 
also demonstrated, in Adorno’s opinion, that some of the effects of 
exchange and fetishism can be dissolved with an examination of 
the specific conditions under which concepts and things exist and 
evolve. Adorno adopted Marx’s approach and applied it to the 
study of cultural phenomena in the bourgeois world. 

Following this perspective one can understand Adorno’s view 
that 

The study of ideology, of false consciousness, of socially necessary illusion 
would be nonsense without the concept of true consciousness and objec
tive truth. Nevertheless, genesis and validity cannot be separated without 
contradiction. . . . They must certainly be critically distinguished in the 
individual cognitive acts and disciplines. But in the realm of . . . constitu
tional problems they are inseparably united.88 

The meaning of phenomena cannot be simply given. It changes 
historically. The truth and/or untruth of a phenomenon, of what 
that phenomenon ‘would like to be’, can, however, be judged. The 
truth and falsity of capitalist society can be assessed according to 
whether or not it is adequate to its concept.89 Marx’s work on 
exchange, or Adorno’s on culture, shows that it is not. For 
bourgeois society to be true, it would have to have rational iden
tity; it would have to meet its claim to represent a free and just 
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process of exchange; it would have to fulfil its promise of liberty 
and equality. To be rationally identical with these concepts, society 
would have to undergo radical transformation. In the end, ‘the 
idea of scientific truth cannot be split off from that of a true soci
ety. Only such a society would be free from contradiction and lack 
of contradiction.’90 Negative dialectics points to unfulfilled poten
tialities for emancipation. It uncovers values which are immanent 
to its object and yet, most often, negated by the object’s actuality. 
As such, negative dialectics is neither simply a method nor reality. 
It is not simply a method because its object is contradictory, has no 
unambiguous starting and ending points, resists complete interpre
tation, and itself drives thought to dialectics. On the other hand, 
negative dialectics is not simply a reality for it recasts the real in 
the process of reflection; ‘contradictoriness is a category of 
reflection, the cogitative confrontation of concept and thing’. To 
understand and express this contradiction is to contradict reality 
(the fetishized bourgeois world). To contradict reality is not to 
leave everything as it is. Negative dialectics represents a ‘practical 
challenge’.91 

‘Meditations on metaphysics’ 

Negative Dialectics closes with a series of ‘Meditations on 
metaphysics’. As always Adorno emphasized the centrality of the 
‘objectivity’ of history, the contradictory character of social reality 
and the poverty of identity theory. Within these anti-Hegelian 
terms of reference Adorno’s final position draws closer to aspects 
of the spirit of Kantian philosophy than to the spirit of many other 
philosophical positions. The antinomies of Kant’s metaphysics are 
said to represent accurately the position of metaphysics in a con
tradictory historical situation. Adorno praised Kant for having 
contributed to ‘forestalling the mythology of the concept’ and for 
having appreciated that the mind does not and cannot exhaust 
‘what it touches upon’. Adorno did not, of course, accept Kant’s 
transcendental method. But he felt that Kant’s stress on the import 
of what lies beyond the mind must be saved.92 For Adorno, the 
preservation of this moment is the preservation of the moment of 
possibility, of possible transcendence – the inspiration of genuine 
thought. 
It is the possible, never the immediately existing, that contains locked up 
within itself a place for Utopia – which is why in the midst of the actually 
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existing it appears abstract. . . . The colour that cannot fade comes from 
the nonexistent. . . . Thought is its servant, a piece of existence extending 
– however, negatively – to that which is not. The utmost distance alone 
would be proximity; philosophy is the prism in which its colour is caught.93 

Although negative dialectics continually evokes the possibility 
of the transcendence of existing belief systems and material con
ditions, it does not give an absolute status to this idea. As Adorno 
put it, ‘dialectics allow us to think the absolute’; but ‘ the absolute 
as transmitted by dialectics remains in bondage to conditioned 
thinking’. Dialectics cannot escape this bondage. ‘No absolute can 
be expressed other than in topics and categories of immanence, 
although neither in its conditionality nor in its totality is immanence 
to be deified.’94 The concept of immanence is itself historical. 
Negative dialectics seeks to be the self-consciousness of the con
text of ideology. It does not claim to have entirely escaped this 
context – though it does hope ‘to break out of the context from 
within’. 



8 Marcuse’s notions of theory and 
practice: epistemology and 
method 3 

Differences with Horkheimer and Adorno 
Marcuse shares Adorno’s concern with the critique and transcen
dence of reification and fetishism. In a similar vein to Horkheimer, 
he stresses the unconcluded nature of the dialectic, a potential in 
man that is yet to be realized, the centrality of human practice in 
the constitution and assessment of knowledge, and the importance 
of interdisciplinary approaches to the comprehension of the social 
totality. But despite considerable overlaps, there are also major 
differences in position. 

While the importance of the writings of the ‘early Marx’ is ack
nowledged by Horkheimer and Adorno, Marcuse places a greater 
emphasis on them and, in particular, on the Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts: he is more willing to defend the dis
coveries of the ‘young Marx’ and to argue that they are presup
posed and refined in works like Capital. A general theory of labour 
and alienation provides a backdrop to all his writings. In light of 
this it is not surprising that in some ways Hegel had a more pro
found impact on Marcuse than on either Horkheimer or Adorno. 
Marcuse is directly indebted to some of Hegel’s central ideas, for 
instance, Hegel’s notions of reason, dialectics and understanding 
of the structure of history. Hegel is also relevant because Marcuse 
sees in his work early formulations of a number of Marx’s most 
challenging ideas – the nature of labour, alienation and the 
anarchic state of civil society. 

Marcuse’s writings engage more fully than those of Horkheimer 
and Adorno with the interests of classical Marxism. Politics plays a 
key, if not the central role in his life and work. His career repre
sents a constant attempt to examine, defend and reconstruct the 
Marxist enterprise. A preoccupation with the fate of revolution, 
the potentiality for socialism and the defence of ‘utopian’ (seem
ingly unobtainable) objectives, is apparent in his work. The goals 
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of his critical approach to society are the emancipation of con
sciousness, the nurturing of a decentralized political movement 
and the reconciliation of humanity and nature. Further, unlike 
Horkheimer and Adorno, Marcuse has, as one commentator accu
rately observed, ‘continually striven to relate the comprehensive 
picture of the social process offered by critical theory to currently 
existing and emerging forms of opposition, no matter how frag
mented, distorted, or hopeless they may seem at the moment’.1 

There are other differences that mark off Marcuse’s interests 
from those of the other two men. For example, while he always 
adopts an interdisciplinary perspective, he has undertaken less 
empirical work than the other Institute members. He is primarily a 
philosopher and a social and political theorist. He has also been 
more positively influenced by certain twentieth-century 
philosophical developments.2 As a student of both Heidegger and 
Husserl, he was sympathetic to their enterprises. For a period he 
worked closely with Heidegger and the latter’s concerns and lan
guage are manifest in most of his early publications, including his 
Habilitationschrift – Hegels Ontologie und die Grundlegung einer 
Theorie der Geschichtlichkeit [Hegel’s Ontology and the Found
ation of a Theory of Historicity].3 But the extent of Heidegger’s 
influence has sometimes been exaggerated.4 There is little 
unqualified approval of Heidegger’s phenomenological pro
gramme even in Marcuse’s earliest writings. For instance, in an 
essay published in 1928, Marcuse wrote: ‘a phenomenology of 
human existence falls short of the necessary clarity and complete
ness’ as it ‘bypasses the material condition of historical existence’.5 

In 1932, in a review of Hegels Ontologie, Adorno noted with 
approval Marcuse’s movement away from ‘the Meaning of Being 
to an openness to being-in-the-world [Seienden], from fundamen
tal ontology to philosophy of history, from historicity [Geschicht
lichkeit] to history’.6 

The concept of critical theory 

Critical theory is oriented, according to Marcuse, toward the 
understanding of all forms of social practice and the factors which 
hinder their self-consciousness and free development. As such, it is 
concerned with both ‘preventing the loss of truths which past 
knowledge laboured to attain’ and the ‘critique of current con
ditions and the analysis of their tendencies’.7 Through an inquiry 
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into the structure of society present in all social phenomena, ‘pres
ent in all particular facts and conditions and determining their 
place and function’, it seeks to show that this structure contains 
unrealized potentialities – potentialities created by a gulf between 
prevailing human existence and human essence (the unfulfilled 
historically constituted abilities and capacities of human beings). 
This gulf can be grasped by examining what exists in opposition to 
the established order: social struggles; concepts which transcend 
conventional patterns of description (the dominant use of lan
guage); and wants and desires which reflect frustration and longing 
for a ‘different order of things’. 

Despite a belief in the historical rootedness of all knowledge, 
Marcuse firmly believes that the array of potentialities and pos
sibilities projected by thought can be rationally adjudicated. But in 
agreement with Horkheimer and Adorno, he holds that historical 
rather than purely epistemological conditions determine the mean¬ 
ingfulness and truth of propositions. The conditions of, as he put it 
in his early work, ‘being-in-the-world’ generate the criteria for the 
assessment of the validity of statements. For the Marcuse writing 
before the late 1940s, it is in reason and labour that these criteria 
are revealed. 

Marcuse defends a rationalist and, therefore, critical approach 
to society. This approach has two main guidelines: 

first, the given situation of man as a rational organism, i.e. one that has the 
potentiality of freely determining and shaping his own existence, directed 
by the process of knowledge and with regard to his worldly happiness; 
second, the given level of development of the productive forces and the 
(corresponding or conflicting) relations of production as the criterion for 
those potentialities that can be realized at any given time in men’s rational 
structuring of society.8 

Marcuse does not regard reason as the ‘absolute ground or essence 
of what is’. Rather, he comprehends reason as ‘the reason of 
concrete individuals in their specific social situations’, situations 
which place limits on human knowledge and on the extent to which 
action may be explained as the pursuit of rational ends. But these 
situations themselves, he argues, ‘are to be comprehended ration
ally and, on the basis of this comprehension, to be transformed’.9 

Marcuse’s critique of society is both theoretical and practical. 
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Stages of development 

Marcuse’s work demonstrates both continuity in direction and a 
number of fairly striking stages of development. It is worth de
scribing the latter briefly, for they provide a useful point of con
trast to Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s interests. The first stage can 
be characterized as an attempt to synthesize Heideggerian 
phenomenology and Marxism and to lay a critical foundation for 
theory. In the first long essay he published, ‘Contribution to a 
phenomenology of historical materialism’ (1928), Marcuse strug
gled to work out the relation between ontology, historicity and 
dialectics. The second phase of his work was marked by a re
examination of Hegel’s oeuvre, a discovery of the radical and polit
ical nature of Hegel’s concepts of, among things, reason and, 
labour, and the development of his understanding of Marxism in 
light of the ‘early Marx’. During this time Marcuse engaged in 
sustained criticism of empiricism, positive philosophy and positiv
ism. The period culminated with the publication of Reason and 
Revolution (1941). This book represents one, if not the most 
significant, attempt to establish the revolutionary character of 
Hegel’s thought. (The views it promulgated were in direct opposi
tion to most standard Anglo-American commentaries which 
claimed Hegel to be a precursor of twentieth-century right-wing 
totalitarianism.) 

From 1942 to 1950 Marcuse published very little, working for 
part of the war and a number of years thereafter in United States 
government offices. But with the publication of Eros and Civiliza
tion in 1955, a crucial new dimension was added to his thinking. 
This derived, of course, from his reading of Freud. His approach to 
Freud demonstrates similar tactics to those employed in his 
assessment of Hegel. As one commentator aptly put it, 

With both he attempted to make his case by disregarding their explicit 
political pronouncements and turning instead to an analysis of their basic 
philosophical or psychological conceptions. In each case Marcuse found a 
revolutionary message, which remained intact despite all overt con
cessions to historical pessimism, authoritarianism, the status quo. . . . And 
in both instances the result was to uncover beneath an apparently conser
vative veneer the same critical impetus which achieved explicit formula
tion in the writings of Karl Marx.10 

With the aid of instinct theory, Marcuse sought to explore the 
relation between the individual and society and the possibility for 
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the exercise of rationality in history. 
The late 1950s and early 1960s saw the publication of Marcuse’s 

critical analyses of Soviet Marxism and industrial capitalism. In 
these works his concern with the multiple roots of domination 
(economic, political, cultural, intellectual, sexual) was given its 
most elaborate expression. Both Soviet Marxism (1958) and One 
Dimensional Man (1964) had an explicitly polemical intent: they 
are best understood as particular historical interventions designed 
to analyse (and project) tendencies in the most highly developed 
societies, on the one hand, and expose the factors which paralyse 
social criticism and block the possibility of a truly democractic 
society, on the other. 

In the last few years Marcuse devoted a great deal of time to 
aesthetics, uncovering in autonomous art a critical spirit. It is this 
spirit which he has continually sought to examine and express. 

Heidegger and history 

The structure of Marcuse’s concerns was laid down in his earliest 
published work in which Heidegger’s Being and Time was juxta
posed with Marx’s programme. Through phenomenological inves
tigation, a process of ‘letting things reveal themselves’, Heidegger 
showed, according to Marcuse, that ‘the problems of transcen
dence, reality, and the demonstrability of the world in their tradi
tional contexts turn out to be pseudo-problems’, for human exis
tence is always ‘being-in-the-world’ (In-der-Welt-Sein).11 Marcuse 
was sympathetic to this finding and to some of Heidegger’s main 
preoccupations, including establishing the extent to which phil
osophy express the struggles, the truths and deceits, of being-
in-the-world; examining the meaning and essence of humankind in 
terms of concrete existence; exploring the nature of authentic exis
tence and the conditions for its possibility. Here, however, Mar
cuse’s interest in Heidegger’s enterprise ended; for Heidegger’s 
whole approach stopped short of concreteness, of an understand
ing of the material constitution of historicity, that is, of ‘the bound
aries of concrete historical conditions under which concrete exis
tence exists, and in which this existence and the totality of the 
relationships in its world are rooted’. It is meaningless, Marcuse 
insisted, to answer questions concerning, for example, concrete 
authentic existence in terms of ‘existence itself. The division of 
society into classes necessitates a carefully differentiated analysis 
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of the social totality. Only an historical analysis, such as that pro
vided by Marx, can be adequate for this purpose. 

Marx’s approach, Marcuse noted, is historical in two fundamen
tal senses. First, its object is historical and is treated historically. 
Second, it is itself embedded in concrete historical situations: it is 
an active factor in history. The approach is dialectical. This term, 
Marcuse argued, does not connote a ‘rattling scaffold’ or ‘ready-
made schema’ to be imposed on social forms. Rather, it ‘frees 
historical categories abstracted into rigid one-sidedness by uncov
ering them as “forms and determinations of actual existence”, thus 
bringing them back . . . to their concrete, living foundations’.12 

Therein, Marcuse emphasized, is the methodological relevance of 
the Marxist dialectic: to pursue a dialectical analysis is to grasp and 
investigate the context of relations and mediations, the develop
ments and transformations, the whole of human practice, of which 
any given object is a part. But the examination of these processes 
must not, in turn, neglect certain Heideggerian concerns. On the 
one hand, Marcuse demanded that 

Heidegger’s phenomenology of human existence be driven to dialectical 
concreteness so that it can be fulfilled in a phenomenology of concrete 
existence and of the historically concrete act demanded of it. And, on the 
other hand, the dialectical method of knowing must go the other way and 
become phenomenological so as to incorporate concreteness in a com
plete account of its object. In the analysis of the given, it must not simply 
locate it historically, or indicate its roots in an historical existential situa
tion. It must also ask whether the given is thereby exhausted, or whether it 
contains an authentic meaning which, although not a-historical, endures 
through all historicity.13 

Reason and dialectics: Hegel 

The issues raised by the confrontation of Heideggerian 
phenomenology and Marxism were pursued in many of Marcuse’s 
writings. They were clearly articulated in his efforts to come to 
terms with dialectics, which he understood as an attempt to 
express the nature of ‘true being’. In ‘On the problem of the 
dialectic’, published in 1930, he traced a number of the most 
important formulations of the concept. His intention, as in all his 
discussions of concepts, was not to write the history of an idea. 
Instead, his goal was to grasp the meaning of the concept and to 
examine its critical potentiality. The analysis began with Plato. 
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The Platonic dialectic, in its earliest form, expressed an ‘ability’ 
or ‘capacity’ of human reason to uncover the nature of ‘true being’ 
or the ‘unity of being’ (the Ideas) discernible within the world of 
‘movement’, ‘multiplicity’ and ‘opposition’. But the notion failed 
to capture, in Marcuse’s words, ‘the problematic of becoming’; 
that is, the development of new forms of being in opposition to, 
but within the boundaries set by, old forms of being. In his later 
writings Plato sought to address this issue. But while his analysis 
pointed to the historicity of being (its historic quality or character), 
and the necessity of grasping it, his views remained, as a result of 
the inclusion of the dialectic in the theory of Ideas, the product of 
an a priori intuition which lacked concrete historical foundation. 
Hegel and Marx decisively altered Plato’s perspective; and Mar¬ 
cuse adopted aspects of both their contributions. 

For Hegel, the dialectic is, as it had been for Plato, ‘a cognitive 
power and a cognitive method, because . . . reality itself is dialecti
cal’ .14 The most important principle of the dialectic is ‘to surrender 
to the life of the object’ (Hegel), to express and represent the 
‘coming-into-being’ of reality itself. Dialectical method, on this 
account, seeks to free all being from the appearance of rigidity and 
from ahistorical interpretations. It treats all objects as ‘many-
faced, coming-into-being, acting and passing away in time’.15 As a 
result, reality is comprehended as a process of becoming, in which 
reality as a whole, as well as each particular, individual part, is 
understood as developing out of an earlier stage of its existence 
and as evolving into something else. This entails grasping not only 
an object’s positive features but also its negative qualities – ‘what 
the historical object has been . . . what it is becoming, and what it 
is not’ – for all these things contribute to its character.16 

In Reason and Revolution, Marcuse explained the constitutive 
elements of Hegel’s dialectic at considerably greater length. As he 
put it, ‘ the driving power of the dialectic . . . is the power of nega
tive thinking, used as a tool for analysing the world of facts in 
terms of its internal inadequacy’.17 The ‘inadequacy’ is disclosed by 
uncovering the way in which the real opposes and denies poten
tialities inherent in itself – potentialities which represent its poss
ible ‘determinate negation’. (In Marcuse’s view, the negation is 
determinate if it refers to forces which make for the destruction of 
the established state of affairs and lead to alternatives beyond it.) 
As such, negative thinking is historical thinking and historical 
thinking is critical thinking for it ‘reveals modes and contents of 



230 The Frankfurt School 
thought which transcend the codified pattern of use and valida
tion’ . 

Hegel focused on the triad subject, object and their synthesis; it 
is ‘the true form of thought’. He did not understand this, however, 
in terms of a mechanistic scheme – thesis, antithesis, and synthesis 
– to be applied to the historically given. Rather, the triad (Trip¬ 
lizität) is the appropriate form of thought because it expresses the 
dynamic unity of reality; that is, the dynamic unity of opposites – ‘a 
reality in which every being is the synthetic unity of antagonistic 
conditions’. To know what a thing really is, we have, then, 

to get beyond its immediately given state . . . and follow out the process in 
which it turns into something other than itself. . . . Its reality is the entire 
dynamic of its turning into something else and unifying itself with its 
‘other’. The dialectical pattern represents, and is thus ‘the truth of, a 
world permeated by negativity, a world in which everything is something 
other than it really is, [that is, the present state of things differs from their 
essence], and in which opposition and contradiction constitute the laws of 
progress.18 

Dialectics has both a negative and a positive character. Its nega
tive character arises from a twofold process. In the attempt to 
reflect the actual nature of reality dialectics first negates the fixed 
categories of common sense and, second, reveals the limitations of 
the world designated by these categories. It shows that the exis
tence of ‘things’ taken as isolated particulars is basically negative 
or incomplete. Everything is because it is both itself and its oppo
site. Thus, any ‘finite thing’, or concept of a thing, is said to contain 
within itself a contradiction; that is, it is constituted both by what it 
is and by what it is not. Non-A (what is excluded or repelled by A) 
belongs to the identity of A. Therefore, every particular must be 
grasped, according to (Marcuse’s account of) Hegel, as ‘transgres
sing’ its given state, as ‘negating’ its negativity.19 

The positive character of the dialectic emerges from the attempt 
to grasp the negativity of the real. The particular exists only in and 
through the totality of relations of which it is a part. To grasp its 
nature is, therefore, to grasp the complete set of its relations or the 
universal that makes it what it is. Human beings, to take an exam
ple, are constituted as such only in the context of groups, classes 
and institutions. It is not as isolated particulars, but by virtue of 
their relations (such as being a father, worker, citizen), that they 
are what they are. Thus, the true form of reality is not the unity of 
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the particular as such but the universal – the universal that comes-
to-be in and through particulars. Dialectical thinking is positive 
because, in Hegel’s words, ‘it is the source of the Universal in 
which the Particular is comprehended’. 

But Hegel maintains, according to Marcuse, that the universal is 
not only the totality of relations but is further the ‘rational struc
ture of being’. The content of the universal is preserved in the 
notion or concept. The notion gives us the truth about 
phenomena: it captures their ‘essence’ or ‘nature’.2 0 In other 
words, it grasps the dynamics of being – being as becoming. In 
expressing the essence of a phenomenon the’ notion’ refers not only 
to what is the case, but also to the phenomenon’s potentiality. 

Every state of existence is comprehended in its movement and 
formation as ‘something negative, which things . . . desert for 
another state, which again reveals itself as negative’.21 The real 
meaning of the finite exists only as a passing, as a ‘passing beyond 
itself. To be what it really is, each thing must become what it is 
not: it must overcome its limitations and realize its potentialities. 
A particular’s identity can only be uncovered by thought which 
must reconstruct the process whereby every being or entity 
becomes its own opposite and then negates this opposition by 
transforming itself. The ‘motor of all change’ is, of course, in this 
view, ‘contradiction’. As Marcuse put it, 

By virtue of the inherent negativity in them, all things become self-
contradictory, opposed to themselves, and their being consists in that 
‘force which can both comprehend and endure Contradiction’. ‘All things 
are contradictory in themselves’ – this proposition, which so sharply differs 
from the traditional laws of identity and contradiction, expresses for 
Hegel ‘the truth and essence of things’. ‘Contradiction is the root of all 
movement and life’, all reality is self-contradictory. Motion especially, 
external movement as well as self-movement, is nothing but ‘existing 
contradiction’.22 

But contradiction is not the end of all life processes. It is as much 
historical as ontological: it perishes as the negative is gradually 
abolished and potentialities are progressively realized in reality. 
Hegel believed that in his age the discrepancy between the poss
ible and the actual would be steadily overcome and truth would be 
realized. It is worth elaborating what Hegel (at least on Marcuse’s 
reading) means by truth for it has a direct bearing on Marcuse’s 
own position. 
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The fulfilment of potentialities inherent in reality is called ‘the 
truth’. Truth, therefore, is not just an attribute of propositions and 
judgements but of the process of reality itself. It is a category of 
being. ‘Something is true if it is what it can be, fulfilling all its 
objective possibilities.’23 Something becomes true only as a result 
of a process, a process of overcoming the negativity in a given state 
of affairs. In its developed state, a phenomenon can be said to 
fulfil, and be identical with, its notion. For Hegel, the realization of 
truth depends on the comprehensive process of the subject’s 
development.24 He did not claim that truth is complete – that 
everything exists in conformity to its potentiality – but rather 
argued that ‘mind has attained the self-consciousness of its free
dom, and become capable of freeing nature and society from the 
restrictions on their development’.25 

Foundations of historical materialism 

For over a century prior to the development of Hegel’s system, 
philosophy had taken reason as its banner. Many philosophers 
maintained that the natural and social world could – indeed must, 
if it was to be adequately grasped – be understood and steered by 
reason. The realization of reason promised the eventual dissolu
tion of all arbitrary and external authority – the freedom of men 
and women to act according to their will and the reconciliation of 
reality to human endeavour.26 Hegel was the last to interpret both 
nature and history in terms of the standards of thought and to 
comprehend the world as reason. But because he understood that 
the fulfilment of reason was dependent upon the social and politi
cal order, he, according to Marcuse, ‘brought philosophy to the 
threshold of its negation’. It required only a few steps to change 
the direction and form of the critical tradition.27 By revealing the 
nature of the proletariat, Marx, in Marcuse’s opinion, took one of 
the most important of these steps and successfully refuted Hegel’s 
claim to have confronted the world of (the coming-into-being of) 
truth: ‘ the existence of the proletariat contradicts the alleged real
ity of reason, for it sets before us an entire class that gives proof of 
the very negation of reason’ .28 The truth of Hegel’s philosophy was 
negated by historical reality itself. The critique of society could no 
longer be carried forward merely by philosophical discourse. The 
‘negation of philosophy’ became necessary for the realization of its 
concerns. It was now apparent that ‘the truth’ could only be un-
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covered and fulfilled in the historical process and through the col
lective practice of men and women. 

While Hegel’s social and economic categories are all philosoph
ical concepts, the philosophical concepts of Marx’s thought are all, 
Marcuse stresses, social and economic categories.29 But Marx’s 
categories are by no means all original. As previously noted, many 
of them derive from Hegel. The most significant of these is the 
concept of labour, a ‘decisive contribution’ (according to both 
Marx and Marcuse). Hegel’s use of the concept points directly to a 
process of ‘practical, human-sensuous activity’ (Marx) – a dynamic 
process of creation.30 By focusing his theory on the labour process, 
Marx, Marcuse contends, ‘consummated the principle of the 
Hegelian dialectic that the structure of the content (reality) deter
mines the structure of the theory’.31 He established the labour 
process, ‘the foundations of society’, as the foundation of his 
theory of society. This was achieved from his earliest works 
onward. 

Marcuse affirms the significance of the Manuscripts not only for 
the whole of Marx’s development but also for Marxist studies and 
for the general theory of ‘scientific socialism’. In his now-famous 
introduction to these early writings, Marcuse argues that orthodox 
Marxism violates the essence of some of Marx’s most central 
ideas.32 Far from entailing an ‘economistic’ view of history and an 
image of a society which simply resolves, at a technical level, the 
contradiction between the forces and relations of production, the 
categories (of Marx’s political economy) evaluate 

reality with a view to what it has made of man, of his faculties, powers, and 
needs. Marx summarizes these human qualities when he speaks of the 
‘universal essence’ of man; his examination of the economy is specifically 
carried on with the question in mind whether that economy realizes man’s 
Geltungwesen (universelles Wesen).33 

In this, Marcuse thinks, lies the decisive justification of revolution. 
It is because capitalist society threatens the very existence of 
‘human reality’ and the qualities of the human species that a ‘total 
and radical revolution’ is both necessary and defensible.34 If 
revolution fails to further human fulfilment, it betrays its purpose 
and, as a consequence, cannot justify itself as progressive. 

In order to explore the basis of this view one needs to ask: what 
is meant by ‘universal essence’ or, as Marx (and Marcuse) some
times express it, ‘human essential powers’, ‘man’s essential being’? 
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Individuals become what they are, in Marcuse’s interpretation of 
Marx, in the labour process. The labour process is ‘man’s act of 
self-creation’, a process in which, struggling to fulfil anticipated 
needs, humanity is formed – a knowing and conscious activity in 
which the human world is created. It is a process of becoming, a 
process with a central meaning – the satisfaction of need. Any 
account of the ‘essential being’ of men and women has to capture 
this in its categories. Any assessment of Marx’s contributions has 
to begin from this consideration; for the essential premise of his 
work, of historical materialism, is a specific conception of human 
essence and human development. 

The starting point of Marx’s analysis is the human being as a 
‘species being’. In Marcuse’s interpretation of the Manuscripts, 
what are the species’ characteristics? Humans are not restricted to 
exist in a particular state. Their being and their object world are 
not exhausted by their immediate circumstances. They can ‘recog
nize and grasp the possibilities contained in every being . . . can 
exploit, alter, mould, treat, and take further . . . any being’.35 It is 
precisely this quality that distinguishes humans as universal ani
mals and, therefore, free beings. Human beings treat themselves as 
the ‘actual, living species’: all being becomes objective for them. 
The universality of humankind constitutes its freedom.36 

Human beings mould their lives through ‘real, sensuous 
objects’. The power of their being is dependent upon their enact
ment – through and in external objects – of everything they are.37 

The world of objects is objective, that is, material, only for them’, it 
is ‘ the “self-objectification” of man, or human objectification’. 
Humans are objectifying animals: objectification constitutes the 
unity of humanity and nature. 

But people not only create and posit objects; they are also 
posited by them. This is the fundamental determinant of sensuous¬ 
ness, ‘the quality of having senses, which are affected by objects’.38 

Men and women are born into a world of pre-established object
ivity on which they depend for the satisfaction of needs and cares. 
It is through the ‘sensuousness’ of their own material being that 
they relate to this world and develop as ‘universal’ and ‘free’ 
beings. The mode of ‘relating’ and ‘developing’ is given by human 
activity, that is, by labour. 

It is in and through labour that they know and possess the world. 
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In his labour man supersedes the mere objectivity of objects and makes 
them into ‘the means of life’. He impresses upon them the form of his 
being, and makes them into ‘his work and his reality’. . . . The objective 
piece of finished work is the reality of man; man is as he has realized 
himself in the object of his labour . . . it is precisely in labour that . . . 
specifically human universality is realized.39 

It is not the single, isolated individual who is active in this process. 
All labour is within the sphere of community: it is social, always 
‘with and for and against others’. Hence, the world is always a 
social world and, as such, an historical reality. The given and pre-
established is the medium and means for all acts of labour and 
appropriation. 

In sum, Marx’s concept of humanity depicts a ‘natural’ and ‘sen
suous’ (objective) being, a being that is ‘universal’ and ‘free’. The 
condition of this being is labour: men and women realize them
selves only through labour in which they produce themselves and 
their own reality. This, according to Marcuse, is the core of Marx’s 
concept of species being. Species being, therefore, does not refer 
to some abstract human essence, which remains valid at all stages 
of history. The ‘essentials of man and history’ (essence) and ‘the 
situation of factual history’ (facticity) are not separate and auto
nomous spheres. Rather, the historical experience of ‘man is taken 
up into the definition of his essence . . . essence . . . can be defined 
in history and only in history’.40 Social inquiry, on this account, is 
directed to explore how people, their social relations and their 
object world have developed as they have. It becomes a critical 
analysis in so far as it discloses the extent to which existence is a 
‘means’ or a ‘block’ to free self-realization. 

In an essay published in 1933 and in subsequent works, particu
larly Reason and Revolution, Marcuse made this analysis his own.41 

In these writings labour is made an a priori category of human 
existence, for ‘only in labour, and not before, man becomes histor
ical and acquires his determinate position in the historical pro
cess’.42 Following Marx, Marcuse argues that labour is not a mere 
economic activity (Erwerbstätigkeit). He reafirms the view that 
labour is ‘the becoming-for-itself of man within externalization 
[Entäusserung] – the ‘self-creating or self-objectifying act of man’ 
(Marx).43 In his view, labour is the condition of human existence 
independent of all social forms, the foundation of every activity. 
As such, it is characterized by duration and permanence. What is 
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created becomes part of the environment of the labourer – ‘it 
becomes actual, existent, historical “objectivity” [Objectivität], 
which acquires an objective form in the becoming [Geschehen] of 
the “world”’.4 4 In his essay of 1933, Marcuse also characterizes 
labour as intrinsically burdensome, because it is directed towards 
things which impose alien conditions on human activity. This posi
tion, however, is modified in Reason and Revolution, where Mar
cuse can conceive of labour, free from capitalist relations of pro
duction, as potentially a self-directed and free activity.45 

Through labour, irrespective of its form, every situation people 
encounter they make their own, by mediating it themselves – by 
producing and reproducing it. 

Production and reproduction do not simply refer to the becoming of ‘ma-
terial existence’ in economic doing, but to the active process of human 
existence as a whole: appropriation, overcoming, transforming and 
further developing all of human existence in all of its vital spheres.46 

This ‘doing’ is essentially a conscious, purposeful set of activities 
which is shaped by a particular goal – the creation and develop
ment of human existence, and of an ever more suitable world for 
human beings.47 This goal is, Marcuse maintains, the ground of 
labour and basis of all becoming. 

The driving force of human activity is ‘need’. Drawing on the 
work of Friedrich von Gottl, Marcuse argues that ‘ the remedy of 
wants always leaves something to imagine and that some unfulfilled 
want always remains behind’.48 This derives from the very struc
ture of being human and explains, in part, an incapacity to remain 
inactive and an ability to be constantly involved in a process of 
self-making. Being human always involves more than humanity 
manifests in its present form – a situation which demands constant 
labour. 

This essential excess of being over existence constitutes the primordial 
and ineliminable human ‘necessity for life’ (Gottl). Man’s very structure 
of need is grounded in it and its fulfilling is the final meaning of labour: the 
need for an enduring and lasting self-fulfilment of . . . existence in the 
actuality of all its possibilities – a task in whose service the economy 
ultimately is also engaged.49 

Labour, therefore, cannot be conceived as an end in itself. Its 
meaning is inextricably tied to the advancement of human exis
tence. It is an expression of desire, a lack, and is oriented toward 
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the overcoming of this through creation and appropriation. 
Labour always takes place, of course, within the boundaries set by 
past accomplishments. It is frequently, at the level of everyday life, 
a mundane activity. But all labour is, at least as Marcuse boldly 
stated it in the early 1930s, subordinated to ‘ the final intention . . . 
the goal and end of labour, the real fulfilment of human existence 
in its duration and permanence’. Labour is, Marcuse concluded in 
accord with Marx, the means for the development of humankind’s 
‘universal nature’.50 

An understanding of labour in general is not a substitute, Mar
cuse stresses, for understanding its determinate social forms. 
Clearly, these vary with natural and historical circumstances, 
Labour can only be adequately comprehended through concrete 
investigations of the distinct form it takes in each mode of produc
tion. Through an inquiry of this kind the basic patterns and pro
cesses of society, as well as the potentiality for change, can be 
grasped.51 For the process of labour determines the essential struc
tures of society and, therefore, the conditions for the possibility of 
the realization of reason and freedom. 

In Reason and Revolution, Marcuse accepts the basic findings of 
Marx’s work on capitalism. (He even sees his more recent work, 
One Dimensional Man, as a development of this analysis.) Rela
tions such as those of labour and capital, capital and commodity, 
are understood in terms of human relationships, which 
determine a particular form of social existence. This existence, 
dominated as it is by the mechanisms of the labour process and the 
‘laws of the economy’, is seen to ‘mortify the worker’s body and 
ruin his mind’.52 As the accumulation of capital exacerbates pov
erty, and rapid technological change leads to ‘the rule of dead 
matter over the human world’, the fundamental nature of workers’ 
alienation is exposed; that is, their alienation from their product, 
process of work, ‘fellow-man’, and species being. The situation is 
one in which the product of labour becomes a force independent of 
the producer; the worker has little, if any, control over the labour 
process; individuals are divided against each other by competition 
and possession; and men and women are in danger of losing their 
capacity to be universal and free in all the spheres of life.53 

In the analysis of the wage labour/capital relation, Marcuse sees 
the origin of the Marxian dialectic. Comparing aspects of Hegel’s 
and Marx’s approach to dialectics, he wrote: 
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For Marx, as for Hegel, the dialectic takes note of the fact that the nega
tion inherent in reality is ‘ the moving and creative principle’. Every fact is 
more than a mere fact; it is a negation and restriction of real possibilities. 
Wage labour is a fact, but at the same time it is a restraint on free work 
that might satisfy human needs. Private property is a fact, but at the same 
time it is a negation of man’s collective appropriation of nature. . . .,54 

Marx’s concepts grasp the negativity of the existing order – the 
alienation of labour – with an eye to its positive resolution. The 
concepts embrace two interrelated dimensions: the existing pat
tern of social relationships and the tendencies inherent in it toward 
revolutionary change. A dialectical approach is necessary for the 
study of these phenomena because their very structure is dialectical. 

The Marxian dialectic 

Marx detached Hegel’s dialectic from its ontological base. His 
analysis focuses on the inherent contradictions of a particular stage 
of the historical process. The totality he discloses is the totality of 
class societies. The negativity he portrays is the product of this 
type of society. It is a ‘historical condition . . . which cannot be 
hypostatized’.55 

Following Marx, Marcuse holds that the antagonisms of capital
ism are unique. Capitalism not only denies and opposes real pos
sibilities; it also, by virtue of its very structure, creates the possibil
ity of the negation of the negation – the overcoming of alienated 
social relationships. This possibility has a very special character: it 
marks the establishment of the conditions for human fulfilment. 
While Hegel’s philosophy was based on the idea of the universality 
of reason – in which every ‘part’ or ‘thing’ was integrated into a 
structural and comprehensive whole – Marx showed, Marcuse 
contends, that it was capitalist society that ‘first put such a univer
sality into practice’. 

Capitalism developed the productive forces for the totality of a uniform 
social system. Universal commerce, universal competition and the univer
sal interdependence of labour were made to prevail and transformed men 
into ‘world-historical, empirically universal individuals.56 

Furthermore, capitalism created a subject whose interest is essen
tially universal: ‘the proletariat is distinguished by the fact that, as 
a class, it signifies the negation of all classes’. Marcuse justifies this 
claim, in part, by reference to the structural position and potential 
consciousness of the proletariat. 
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The universality of the proletariat is . . . a negative universality, indicating 
that the alienation of labour has intensified. . . . The labour of the pro
letarian prevents any self-fulfilment; his work negates his entire existence. 
This utmost negativity, however, takes a positive turn. The very fact that 
he is deprived of all assets of the prevailing system sets him beyond this 
system. He is a member of the class ‘which is really rid of the old world 
and at the same time stands pitted against it’. The ‘universal character’ of 
the proletariat is the final basis for the universal character of the commun
ist revolution. . . . The proletariat is the negation not only of certain par
ticular human potentialities, but also of man as such. All specific distin
guishing marks [property, culture, religion, nationality] by which men are 
differentiated lose their validity. . . . His concern to exist is not the 
concern of a given group, class or nation, but is truly universal and ‘world 
historical’.57 

The universality that capitalism puts into practice is created by dint 
of circumstances in an uncontrolled and alien manner. The realiza
tion of control, of freedom and reason, requires a transformation 
of the situation – a universal revolution which ensures that the uni
versal will no longer operate as a ‘blind natural force’, but rather, 
as ‘a general plan formulated by freely combined individuals’.58 

The negation of the negation, however, is not, as it was for 
Hegel in the last analysis, an inevitable process; the liberation of 
the possibilities immanent in the existing order requires ‘man’s 
historical action to fulfil them’.59 The dialectic remains uncon¬ 
cluded so long as autonomous, emancipatory action is not forth
coming. Although dialectical analysis describes a system that will 
necessarily perish and must necessarily be superseded by a socialist 
society, this does not mean, Marcuse insists, that it describes an 
inevitable and positive transformation of capitalism, as Marx him
self sometimes assumed.60 What is necessary and inevitable is capi
talism’s demise. What is necessary but not inevitable is a genuinely 
socialist society. And it itself is necessary, Marcuse points out, 
‘only in the sense that it is necessary to use available productive 
forces for the general satisfaction of all individuals’.61 

The concept of truth Marx works with in this context is similar in 
nature to Hegel’s. Despite the emphasis in historical materialism 
on the determination of consciousness by being and, in particular, 
by material circumstances, an epistemological and ethical relativ
ism is not, Marcuse argues, entailed. ‘There is only one truth and 
one practice capable of realizing it.’ Theory has revealed the ten
dencies, and demonstrated the conditions, that make possible a 
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rational society – a society free of the contradictions of the existing 
order. It has formulated the broad goals of the ‘new’ and ‘nec
essary’ social practice: the progressive eradication of alienated 
labour, and the planned use of collectively owned means of pro
duction for the satisfaction of all individual potentialities.62 In 
defending the interest in a rational society, critical theory, from 
Marx onward, preserves ‘the truth of the present order’ – the 
vision of a society in which existing potentialities are fulfilled. The 
correct theory, therefore, is the one that retains the consciousness 
of the practice necessary for the progressive attainment of this 
ideal society.63 

The interest in a rational society is also, however, the interest in 
the creation of the conditions for the realization of the species’ 
capacities. In this lies, in fact, its foremost significance. Accord
ingly, the rational society represents the true, just and virtuous life 
– the unity of theory and practice. The foundation of the unity is 
given in labour. In labour, theory finds its ultimate ground, a 
ground which can only be articulated by theory and realized by 
practice. In the analysis of labour, theory finds a criterion of truth 
that is both internal to practice and independent of its given form. 
Labour contains its own critical criterion. For every moment of 
labour anticipates the ‘good life’ – fulfilment of species being, an 
enduring and lasting fulfilment of existence ‘ in the actuality of all 
its possibilities’.64 

It is a central tenet of Marcuse’s analysis that the capacity of 
human beings to realize their essence evolves and changes over 
time. It is only with capitalism that a social form is created which 
might genuinely lead to the progressive dealienation of men and 
women. From this position one can understand Marcuse when he 
wrote, 

Theory accompanies the practice at every moment, analysing the changing 
situation and formulating its concepts accordingly. The concrete condi
tions for realizing the truth may vary, but the truth remains the same and 
theory remains its ultimate guardian. Theory will preserve the truth even 
if revolutionary practice deviates from its proper path.65 

Marcuse’s position until the 1950s can be summarized as follows. 
The labour process is pivotal in the constitution of being; 
it discloses the unfolding of human powers in history. It 
determines both the basic structure of human existence and soci
ety’s basic patterns; it involves a process defined by negativity, 
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contradiction and change – a dialectical process. But the dialectic 
is, as it was for Horkheimer, unconcluded and open. The oppor
tunities for human beings to realize their essence are not part of 
any ‘iron laws’. As manifest in capitalism, ‘productive activity’ is 
thought to have created the possibility of realizing the species’ 
nature. The truth of this process is the world constitutive activity of 
labour. The key element in the overcoming of capitalism is the 
proletariat. The truth claims of critical theory are, thus, inter
twined with ‘man’s historico-practical activity’. The interest in 
freedom and a rational society is grounded in every act of labour. 
Every moment of labour anticipates the fulfilment of the species’ 
capacities. As a consequence, we can assess what exists in 
terms of its potentiality. The analysis of particular modes of labour 
and production can be empirical, analytical and critical. 

The integration of Freud 
Marcuse’s relation to Freud and psychoanalytic theory has already 
been discussed in Chapter 4. The introduction of Freud com
plicates the picture of the foundations of historical materialism. 
While a marriage seems possible between the theory of labour and 
Freud’s insights, the exact relation between the two is never out
lined by Marcuse at any length. 

In Eros and Civilization, it was argued that civilization has of 
necessity been antagonistic to the demands for immediate happi
ness; it has continuously modified these impulses. The fate of hap
piness (and freedom) is held to depend on the life and death 
struggle of the instincts in which ‘soma and psyche, nature and 
civilization participate’. But this struggle, and the subsequent 
development of the individual and society, cannot be adequately 
conceived without reference to the process of labour. For Marcuse 
interprets Freud’s categories and theories both in terms of their 
explicit and implicit socio-historical content and in terms of the 
main tenets of historical materialism. The development of civiliza
tion is argued to rest on sublimation and continuous labour. It is 
only as a result of the products of labour that non-repressive 
desublimation becomes a real possibility. The dialectics of labour 
remains at the centre of Marcuse’s theory of social development. 

A major change occurs, however, in the concept of species 
being. Marx’s notion is enriched by Freudian categories; his view 
of the species as a ‘universal’ and ‘free’ being is supplemented by 
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the theory of instincts – a conception of the essence of being as 
eros.66 Marcuse interprets Freud’s work as having a general 
ontological meaning. Being, thereby, can be conceived in terms of 
the striving for pleasure. 

This striving becomes an ‘aim’ in human existence: the erotic impulse 
to combine living substance into ever larger and more durable units is the 
instinctual source of civilization. The sex instincts are life instincts: the 
impulse to preserve and enrich life by mastering nature in accordance with 
the developing vital needs is originally an erotic impulse. Ananke [scar
city] is experienced as the barrier against the satisfaction of the life in
stincts, which seek pleasure, not security. And the ‘struggle for existence’ 
is originally a struggle for pleasure: culture begins with the collective 
implementation of this aim.67 

Human existence is grounded in eros. Cultural development is 
shaped by this aim. But eros is dependent on, and interlocked 
with, labour. It is only through labour that scarcity can be 
sufficiently overcome so that the life instincts are satisfied. In terms 
of their orientation to the satisfaction of individual potentiality, 
eros and labour are one. 

In its exploration of thoughts, dreams and wishes, 
psychoanalysis is, of course, able to penetrate much further than 
historical materialism. In these phenomena psychoanalysis dis
closes a ‘drive for integral gratification’ which is often tabooed by 
the present society. Through therapeutic activity, the many man
ifestations of the drive can be uncovered. The vehicle for this is 
memory. Its importance derives from its truth value which ‘lies in 
the specific function of memory to preserve promises and poten
tialities which are betrayed and even outlawed by the mature, 
civilized individual, but which had once been fulfilled in his dim 
past and which are never entirely forgotten’.68 Through remem
brance psychoanalysis yields a range of (additional) critical stan
dards that the existing order systematically abrogates. 

Fantasy occupies a special place within the psyche. It has, on 
Marcuse’s account, a truth value of its own. Here, perhaps more 
clearly than anywhere else, a longing for reconciliation – between 
desire and reality, happiness and reason – can be found. Behind 
‘illusion lies knowledge’, a knowledge which overcomes the 
antagonisms of reality and expresses ‘ the claim of the whole of the 
individual, in union with the genus and the archaic past’.69 For 
Marcuse, art reveals a similar cognitive dimension: the aesthetic 
form preserves ‘the repressed harmony of sensuousness and 



Marcuse’s notions of theory and practice 243 
reason’. The development of critical theory depends on its capacity 
to draw as readily from these domains as from political economy. 
For the struggle for socialism involves not only a struggle for a 
rational economy but also for an individual free from surplus rep
ression and repressive desublimation. The standards for the latter 
struggle can only be derived from the psychology sensitive to his
tory: psychoanalysis. 

Nature and natural science 
‘History is the negation of nature.’ Through labour the negative in 
nature (including human nature) can be overcome; that is, nature 
can be freed of insufficiency.70 This process of change, however, 
Marcuse believes, has been fundamentally distorted by modern 
science and technology, both of which have developed under an a 
priori of ‘technical usefulness’.71 Science is, Marcuse contends, in 
one of his most controversial statements, a priori technology, ‘the 
a priori of a specific technology – namely, technology as a form of 
social control and domination’. It projects an image of nature as 
the ‘stuff of control and organization’.72 For prior to all actual use, 
it is tied to a specific societal project – the technical control of 
nature. 

The organization of nature under these circumstances (organ
ized by instrumental reason and usually by profit as well), offers 
greater capacity for control, but ‘deprives man from finding him
self in nature, beyond and this side of alienation; it also prevents 
him from recognizing nature as a subject in its own right – a subject 
with which to live in a common universe’.73 To refer to nature as a 
subject and to speak, as Marcuse often does, of its necessary liber
ation, is not to attribute a plan or intention to nature itself: libera
tion, Marcuse emphasizes, is always the plan or goal of human 
beings. It is, however, to conceive of nature as a subject-object: ‘as 
a cosmos with its own potentialities, necessities and chances’. It is 
to insist that nature is susceptible to the project of emancipation, 
and that there are forces in nature which could support and rein
force the liberation of human beings.74 The realization of human 
potentiality is linked directly to the realization of nature’s inherent 
possibilities. A free society, Marcuse holds, may well have ‘a very 
different a priori and a very different object; the development of 
the scientific concepts may be grounded in an experience of nature 
as a totality of life to be protected and “cultivated”, and tech-
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nology would apply this science to the reconstruction of the envi
ronment of life’ .75 

The nature of concepts: appearance and essence 

Marcuse’s approach to history and society, as analytical, empirical 
and critical, is revealed clearly in one of his early Zeitschrift essays, 
‘The concept of essence’ (1936). The essay expresses many of 
Marcuse’s main doctrines and, thus, provides a useful basis for 
highlighting his position. 

Critical theory functions at two fundamental levels. It seeks, 
first, to grasp the social world in its immediacy – the reified and 
fetishized world of appearances. Second, it ‘abstracts from these 
abstractions’ and centres its analysis on essential social relations 
and practices which ensure the production of society. In pursuing 
this investigation, its concepts aim to embrace ‘the essence of the 
social whole’. This essence can be unfolded by examining the way 
in which the ‘totality of the social process is organized in a particu
lar epoch’; various levels of social reality are ‘grounded in a fun
damental level’ (for example the economy); constellations of 
social relationships condition the difference between the appear
ance of society and its core structures; the individual is restricted, 
by real need and suffering, from ‘ the liberation of becoming him
self’.76 Appearance and essence are the constitutive elements of 
particular historical structures. They are members of a real anti
thesis which reveals differences between what things are in their 
immediate existence and what they are in themselves as historical 
being and becoming. From an assessment of this antithesis objec
tive possibilities can be uncovered – possibilities which suggest 
paths for social development. 

These possibilities, projected by thought, can be systematically 
evaluated. Marcuse proposes a number of criteria for deciding 
their ‘truth value’. What humans can be in a given historical situa
tion depends on: 

the measure of control of natural and social productive forces, the level of 
the organization of labour, the development of needs in relation to pos
sibilities for their fulfilment. . ., the availability, as material to be approp
riated, of a wealth of cultural values in all areas of life.77 

A concern with people’s capacity to fulfil themselves through 
labour, to integrate culture and play, and to act with self-
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determination without depriving others of their ability to do the 
same can be distinguished from utopian thinking.78 For theory can 
show, Marcuse argues, the ‘concrete roads to their realization and 
can adduce as evidence those attempts at realization which are 
already under way’. But the knowledge wielded by critical theory, 
like all knowledge, cannot be guaranteed: 

it . . . can have recourse neither to evidence afforded by mere perception 
nor to . . . [an eternal] system of values. . . . The truth of . . . [the] . . . 
model of essence [of man’s existence and potentiality] is preserved better 
in human misery and suffering and the struggle to overcome them than in 
the forms and concepts of pure thought. This truth is indeterminate’ and 
remains necessarily so as long as it is measured against the idea of uncon
ditionally certain knowledge. For it is fulfilled only through historical 
action, and its concretion can thus result only post festum.79 

The truth that theory discloses cannot be confirmed through 
thought alone. For while its adequate expression requires a consis
tent system of concepts and statements, its confirmation depends 
on historical struggles: ‘only in them can the essential theoretical 
truths be ultimately verified’.80 

The very way the concept of essence is derived is determined, 
furthermore, by ‘historical and practical presuppositions’; that is, it 
is determined by the framework of ‘historical goals with which 
materialist theory is linked’. Critical theory understands all know
ledge to be rooted in interests; by making those interests conscious 
and by distinguishing between particular and general interests, 
critical theory makes its own an interest in the objective advance
ment of humankind. In this way it ‘moves beyond historical relativ
ism in linking itself with those social forces which the historical 
situation reveals to be progressive and truly “universal”’.8 1 In 
expressing and clarifying ‘ the general interest’, critical theory dis
tinguishes its goals from sectarian interests and allies itself with 
those social groups and individuals who are part of the struggle for 
a rational society. Its concepts are intertwined with the conscious
ness of these forces. 

A similar view was defended by Marcuse thirty years after ‘The 
concept of essence’ was written. In discussing how one judges 
between various ‘transcendent projects’, he argued that the 
criteria for their historical truth can best be formulated as criteria 
of rationality. As he wrote, 

The transcendent project, in order to falsify the established totality, must 
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demonstrate its own higher rationality in the threefold sense that 
(a) it offers the prospect of preserving and improving the productive 

achievements of civilization; 
(b) it defines the established totality in its very structure, basic tenden

cies, and relations; 
(c) its realization offers a greater chance for the pacification of exis

tence, within the framework of institutions which offer a greater 
chance for the free development of human needs and faculties.82 

Notions like ‘ the chance for the free development of human needs 
and faculties’ can be empirically assessed, Marcuse believes, in 
light of the attained level of material and intellectual culture. On 
this basis, the ‘truth value’ of various social practices can be asses
sed. The historical negation of the existing order can be antici
pated. It cannot, of course, be simply predicted; for it represents a 
possibility, a ‘determinate choice’, which future historical action 
alone can realize. While dialectical theory transcends the given 
facts, defines options, and even necessities, it is only in theoretically 
guided practice that these can be fulfilled. All the facts are there 
Marcuse maintains, which suggest that a rational society is neces
sary: ‘ the increasing irrationality of the whole; waste and restriction 
of productivity; the need for aggressive expansion; the constant 
threat of war; intensified exploitation; dehumanization’.83 The 
material basis is there that makes a rational society possible. But 
these are torn pieces of a whole that does not, as yet, add up to a 
movement that would forge a new society. It is critical theory’s 
ultimate objective to help create this movement and bind these 
pieces together. 



Part Two 

Critical Theory: Habermas 

The human interest in autonomy and responsibility is not mere fancy, for 
it can be apprehended a priori. What raises us out of nature is . . . lan
guage. Through its structure, autonomy and responsibility are posited for 
us. Our first sentence expresses unequivocably the intention of universal 
and unconstrained consensus. 

JÜRGEN HABERMAS, Knowledge and Human Interests 





9 Introduction to Habermas 

The thought of the Frankfurt school has been a major source of 
stimulus to the man who has now become the leading spokesman 
for a new generation of critical theorists – Jürgen Habermas. Born 
in 1929, and brought up in Nazi Germany, Habermas did not 
become radicalized until the late 1950s. Under the influence of, 
among others, Adorno (to whom he became an assistant), 
Habermas discovered the systematic use that could be made of 
Marx and Freud. After teaching at Heidelberg, he took up a chair 
in 1964 in philosophy and sociology at the University of Frankfurt. 
He left the post in 1971 and moved to the Max Planck Institute in 
Starnberg, West Germany, where he is currently working. 
Although his oeuvre should not simply be regarded as the outcome 
of a path of progressive development that begins with the earliest 
writings of Horkheimer and Adorno, his efforts have been 
directed, from the late 1950s onward, to the remoulding of critical 
theory. 

The works of Jürgen Habermas, and the debates they have 
stimulated, are gradually becoming familiar to the Anglo-
American world. But the reception of his thought has not been 
without difficulties. Like those of the Frankfurt school, his writings 
are steeped in German traditions which often remain undiscussed 
and untranslated in the English speaking world. As a result, the 
import of his work has often been missed.1 Problems of interpre
tation have also arisen due to the appearance of only some of his 
writings in English and to the time lapses between publications. 
Further, the work of many of Habermas’s past and present col
laborators (including Claus Offe, Albrecht Wellmer, Klaus Eder, 
Rainer Döbert and Ulrich Oevermann) as well as the thought of 
contemporaries who have influenced him (most notably Karl-Otto 
Apel) remain largely unknown in Britain and America. In the 
discussion below the work of these individuals will be drawn upon, 
wherever helpful, to elucidate Habermas’s views. 
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Habermas conceives of his project as an attempt to develop a 
theory of society with a practical intention: the self-emancipation 
of people from domination. Through an assessment of the self-
formative processes of the human species, Habermas’s critical 
theory aims to further the self-understanding of social groups cap
able of transforming society. While the status he ascribes to his 
enterprise has changed, and a greater emphasis has been placed in 
recent times on what he calls its ‘empirical-theoretical’ or ‘empiri
cal reconstructive’ tasks, critical theory remains designed to help in 
the making of history ‘with will and consciousness’. In order to 
defend the idea of a critical theory of society, Habermas has been 
concerned systematically to develop its philosophical under
pinnings. This involves a reconstruction of some of the central 
theses of classical Greek and German philosophy: the inseparabil
ity of truth and virtue, of facts and values, of theory and practice. 
The project is defined as a ‘struggle for the critical soul of science’ 
and ‘the scientific soul of criticism’.2 

The imperative to reformulate critical theory derives its force, 
for Habermas, from the ‘course of history’. He maintains that 
twentieth-century history is characterized by a number of major 
developments in socialist and capitalist societies. The degeneration 
of the Russian revolution into Stalinism and technocratic social 
management; the failure hitherto of mass revolution in the West; 
the absence of mass proletarian revolutionary class consciousness; 
the frequent collapse of Marxist theory into either a deterministic, 
objectivistic science or a pessimistic cultural critique: all, he holds, 
are important features of recent times. He sees structural changes 
in capitalist society as having altered both its appearance and its 
essence. State intervention grows; the market-place is supported 
and replaced; capitalism is increasingly ‘organized’; instrumental 
reason and bureaucracy, seeming ever to expand, threaten the 
public sphere, the sphere in which political life is discussed openly 
by a reasoning public.3 Habermas contends that in light of these 
events, doubt can be cast on the validity of Marx’s work, the 
general Marxian framework and on many other well known 
theories of society. He finds it necessary, therefore, to assess, and 
in fact reformulate, the major traditions of social thought. 

The events of the 1960s, particularly the advent of the student 
movement, also had a significant impact on his thinking. Initially, 
Habermas was a leading spokesman for the movement and, in fact, 
for all those who sought a radical democratization of society. 
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However, by the late 1960s, he had become estranged from the 
movement’s leading groups. He was critical of what he saw as their 
departure from their original democratic and non-authoritarian 
goals. Instead of struggling for an expansion of the sphere of free
dom and initiative, they were working, he believed, to impose new 
restrictions on thought and action. The students in turn criticized 
Habermas for, among other things, failing to become involved in 
actual struggles, retreating into theoretical reflection, and for unit
ing theory and practice in theory only. Since this time Habermas 
appears to have put less emphasis on the practical-political aspects 
of his programme. He has sought to defend and elaborate his 
theoretical interests, only pointing occasionally to their practical 
implications. His work at Starnberg reflects this changed emphasis. 

Continuities and discontinuities with the Frankfurt school 
Many of the ideas and theories of members of the Frankfurt school 
can be found, in a recast form, in Habermas’s early writings on 
social theory. In Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit [Structural 
transformation in the Public Sphere] – (1962) and Towards a 
Rational Society (a selection of essays written in the latter half of 
the sixties but not published in English until 1970), he 
documented the growth of large-scale economic and commercial 
organizations, the increasing interdependence of science, techno
logy and industry, the increasing interdependence of state and 
society, the commercialization of the media, and the extension of 
means-end rationality to more and more areas of life. These 
developments, he argued (in accord with a central Frankfurt 
school position), have created a new constellation of economics 
and politics; ‘politics is no longer only a phenomenon of the super
structure’.4 The expansion of the state – symptomatic of the crisis 
tendencies of capitalist society – leads to an ever greater 
involvement of administrators and technicians in social and 
economic affairs.5 It also leads, in conjunction with the fusion of 
science, technology and industry, to the emergence of a new form 
of ideology; ideology is no longer simply based on notions of just 
exchange but also on a technocratic justification of the social order.6 

Practical issues, underpinned by particular historical class interests, 
are defined as technical problems: politics becomes the sphere for 
the technical elimination of dysfunctions and the avoidance of risks 
that threaten ‘the system’. 
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This conception of industrial capitalist societies can still be 

found in Habermas’s more recent works – in Legitimation Crisis 
(1973) and Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus 
[The Reconstruction of Historical Materialism] (1976). But in 
these writings his analysis of the key elements of capitalism radi
cally departs from the ‘Frankfurt’ view. The framework in which 
Horkheimer and the others understood modern society is recast. 
Important differences with, for example, Marcuse are already evi
dent in Habermas’s ‘early writing’.7 However, the range of mater
ial over which they differ has extended and now includes interpre
tations of science, technology, culture, crisis tendencies and the 
prospects for revolutionary change. Habermas is not as optimistic 
about radical social transformation as the Marcuse who defends 
the possibility of a non-repressive desublimated society, although 
he is certainly not as pessimistic as Horkheimer or Adorno were in 
the latter part of their lives. 

Unlike most of the members of the Institute of Social Research, 
Habermas has not been much concerned with aesthetics and with 
the study of, for example, contemporary popular culture. But he 
stresses the importance of psychology for explicating the links 
between the institutional framework of society and individual 
identity formation. He agrees that the ‘heritage of natural history, 
consisting of unspecified impulse potentials [that are both libidinal 
and aggressive], determines the initial conditions of the [conflict-
ridden] reproduction of the human species’.8 Although he employs 
psychoanalytic concepts to explore the relations between power 
and ideology he does not, as did the earlier critical theorists, make 
direct use of many of Freud’s categories. It is striking, for instance, 
that Habermas rarely discusses the central psychosexual dimen
sions of Freud’s work. The sensual and erotic do not play a key 
role in his writings. (It is unclear how much of Freud’s substantive 
contributions Habermas would defend.) His interest in 
psychoanalysis seems to be mainly methodological.9 On the other 
hand, Habermas has sought to develop the psychological dimen
sion of critical theory by drawing on and integrating a range of 
contributions to contemporary individual and social psychology, 
including the symbolic interactionist theory of action (Mead, 
Goffman), role theory (Parsons), and cognitive developmental 
psychology (Piaget, Kohlberg). He has recently set out the basis 
for an analysis of ego development (the integration of ‘inner 
nature’ into the universal structures of language, thought and 
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action) and identity formation (the capacity to produce a con
tinuity in life history). 

Habermas does not share the views of Horkheimer, Adorno and 
Marcuse on philosophy. For instance, while Adorno maintained 
that there are no ultimate foundations for knowledge and values, 
Habermas defends a position which suggests the opposite. He 
rejects Adorno’s (and Horkheimer’s) antipathy for systematic 
thought. The whole emphasis in his work – on engaging and 
appropriating competing traditions of philosophy and social 
thought, reformulating the foundations of social theory, and 
demonstrating the superiority of his stance over others – contrasts 
markedly with the main interests of the Frankfurt theorists. A 
series of public debates with, for example, Hans-Georg Gadamer, 
in relation to hermeneutics, and Niklas Luhmann, in relation to 
systems theory, has both stimulated the development of his 
thought and led to the alteration of some of his ideas. His work is 
marked by a general eclecticism. 

Habermas’s project: an overview of fundamental concepts 

Despite an overlap of concerns with the Frankfurt school Haber
mas develops his ideas in a framework which is significantly differ
ent from the positions outlined in Part One. Before reconstructing 
this framework in detail I will provide a brief overview of his key 
concepts and theories. This should help to show both the extent to 
which he differs from Horkheimer and the others and how the 
various parts of his project fit together. One cautionary note is 
necessary: Habermas’s views have changed over time and, indeed, 
are still in the process of development. He often gives his positions 
a tentative and programmatic status – they are part of an on-going 
project. The positions he elaborated and defended in his important 
Knowledge and Human Interests (1968) have been modified and, 
in many cases, substantially reworked.10 His conception of the 
logical structure of critical theory has altered and with it his view of 
the nature of social science. The influence of Hegelian ideas has 
diminished and this has had important consequences.11 These, 
along with other recent changes, will be highlighted in later sec
tions, but they will be largely passed over in the following intro
ductory sketch. 

A major concern of Habermas since Strukturwandel der Öffent¬ 
lichkeit has been the spread of instrumental reason to many areas 
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of social life. The rise of technocratic consciousness, with its disin
tegrative effect on the public sphere, is discussed at two fundamen
tal levels. At the level of social theory Habermas argues that the 
increasing tendency to define practical problems as technical issues 
threatens an essential aspect of human life; for technocratic con
sciousness not only justifies a particular class interest in domina
tion, but also affects the very structure of human interests.12 

Accordingly, reflection on this state of affairs must, on Habermas’s 
account, ‘penetrate beyond the level of particular historical class 
interests to disclose the fundamental interests of mankind as 
such’.13 

At the level of the theory of knowledge, Habermas investigates 
the way instrumental reason has dominated modern thought. 
Focusing on the dissolution of epistemology and the ascendance of 
positivism during the last century, he examines the way the 
significance of the epistemic subject – and the capacity for 
reflection by the subject on his or her activities – has been grad
ually eclipsed. Today, he argues, if emancipation from domination 
is to remain a project of humanity, it is essential to counter this 
tendency and to reaffirm the necessity of self-reflection for self-
understanding. This Habermas tries to do by a systematic investig
ation of the nature of human interests, action and knowledge. The 
investigation takes the form of an immanent critique of writers 
from a wide range of traditions: from Kant and Hegel to Mach, 
Peirce and Freud. 

Like Horkheimer, Habermas contends that knowledge is histor
ically rooted and interest bound. But he understands this in quite 
different terms from his predecessor. In Knowledge and Human 
Interests and Theory and Practice, Habermas develops the theory 
of cognitive interests (or knowledge-constitutive interests), the 
important first stage in his elaboration of the relationship of know
ledge to human activity.14 In more recent work he has extended 
this inquiry and formulated the theory of ‘communicative compe
tence’. These complex theories have been developed in order to 
justify the critical enterprise. 

The theory of cognitive interests is concerned with uncovering 
the conditions for the possibility of knowledge. While accepting 
the need to understand knowledge as the result of the constituting 
activity of the cognizing subject, Habermas rejects the Kantian 
approach of locating such activity in an ahistorical, transcendental 
subject. Rather, starting with an essential tenet of historical mater-
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ialism — that history, social reality and nature (as known) are all a 
product of the constituting labour of the human species – Haber
mas understands knowledge in light of the problems man encoun
ters in his efforts to ‘produce his existence and reproduce his 
species being’. The conditions of the constitution of knowledge 
which determine ‘the structure of objects of possible experience’, 
are the historical material conditions in which the development of 
the species has occurred. 

It is Habermas’s contention that the human species organizes its 
experience in terms of a priori interests, or cognitive interests/or 
knowledge-guiding interests. That there is a ‘basis of interests’ 
follows, he argues, from an understanding of humans as both 
toolmaking and language-using animals: they must produce from 
nature what is needed for material existence through the man
ipulation and control of objects and communicate with others 
through the use of intersubjectively understood symbols within the 
context of rule-governed institutions. Thus, humankind has 
an interest in the creation of knowledge which would enable it to 
control objectified processes and to maintain communication. 
There is, however, on his account, a third interest: an interest in 
the reflective appropriation of human life, without which the 
interest-bound character of knowledge could not itself be grasped. 
This is an interest in reason, in the human capacity to be self-
reflective and self-determining, to act rationally. As a result of it, 
knowledge is generated which enhances autonomy and responsi
bility (Mündigkeit); hence, it is an emancipatory interest. Cogni
tive interests, which are the transcendental conditions of know
ledge, are themselves naturalistically grounded. That is, the rule 
systems governing the activities of the species ‘have a transcenden
tal function but arise from actual structures of human life’. 
Habermas accords to the category of ‘cognitive interests’ a some
what problematic status as ‘quasi-transcendental’. 

The end point of this analysis – of the mode in which reality is 
disclosed, constituted and acted upon – is a trichotomous model of 
the human species’ interests (‘anthropologically rooted strategies 
for interpreting life experience’), media (means of social organiza
tion) and sciences. The interests are the technical, the practical and 
the emancipatory. These unfold in three media, work (instrumen
tal action), interaction (language) and power (asymmetrical rela
tions of constraint and dependency) and give rise to the conditions 
for the possibility of three sciences, the empirical-analytic, the 
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historical-hermeneutic and the critical. It is one of Habermas’s 
central claims that these three sciences only systematize and form
alize the procedures required for the success of human activity. 

The theory of cognitive interests, as developed in Knowledge 
and Human Interests, represents Habermas’s initial attempt to 
specify the relation between knowledge and human activity. He 
has recently recognized, however, the need to examine this rela
tion further – particularly, the distinction between processes of 
constitution and justification. This he attempts to do in the theory 
of communicative competence. 

In this theory Habermas argues that all speech is oriented to the 
idea of a genuine consensus – a discursively achieved consensus – 
which is rarely realized.15 The analysis of consensus, he claims, 
shows this notion to involve a normative dimension, which is form
alized in the concept of what he calls ‘an ideal speech situation’. A 
consensus attained in this situation, referred to as a ‘rational con
sensus’, is, in Habermas’s opinion, the ultimate criterion of the 
truth of a statement or of the correctness of norms. The end result 
of this argument is that the very structure of speech is held to 
involve the anticipation of a form of life in which truth, freedom 
and justice are possible. On Habermas’s account, the critical theory 
of society makes this its starting point. Critical theory is, therefore, 
grounded in a normative standard that is not arbitrary, but ‘inher
ent in the very structure of social action and language’. It is just 
this anticipation of an ideal form of discourse which can be used as 
a normative standard for a critique of distorted communication. It 
is Habermas’s contention that in every communicative situation in 
which a consensus is established under coercion or under other 
similar types of condition, we are likely to be confronting instances 
of systematically distorted communication. This is, in his view, the 
contemporary formulation of ideology. On this account ideology 
is, as Trent Schroyer put it, ‘those belief systems which can main
tain their legitimacy despite the fact that they could not be vali
dated if subjected to rational discourse’.16 The process of emanci
pation, then, entails the transcendence of such systems of distorted 
communication. This process, in turn, requires engaging in critical 
reflection and criticism. It is only through reflection that domina
tion, in its many forms, can be unmasked. 

In his latest work, Habermas explores the acquisition of com
municative competence – of cognitive, linguistic and interactive 
abilities – in ontogenesis and phylogenesis. By examining the 
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major stages of individual development and social evolution, he 
hopes to show that at both levels there is a growing capacity to 
master theoretical and practical discourse, respectively discourse 
about statements that make problematic truth claims and dis
course about the lightness or correctness of norms. A reconstruc
tion of communicative competence is needed for self-reflection 
and criticism – in order that an adequate basis be provided for an 
historically relevant critique and the exploration of developmental 
possibilities. 

Human beings’ capacity for freedom is dependent, on 
Habermas’s account, on cumulative learning in theoretical and 
practical activity. Through such learning, knowledge is generated 
that makes possible the technical mastery of the natural and social 
world and the organization and alteration of social relations; that 
is, the expansion of the sphere of ‘sensuous human activity’ or 
praxis. Habermas analyses praxis (both in his early and later writ
ings, but more clearly in his later writings) as a complex consisting 
of two key parts – work (or instrumental action, purposive-rational 
action) and interaction (or communicative interaction).17 He also 
refers sometimes to a third type of action – strategic action – which 
is both instrumental (means-end oriented) and bound to a context 
of interaction. But, as Thomas McCarthy has pointed out, it is 

Work Interaction 

Orientation 

Co-ordinating 
elements 

technical control over 
objectified processes 

rational decision 
procedures (involving e.g. 
preference rules, decision 
maxims) and efficient use 
of technical knowledge 

mutual understanding 

intersubjectively 
recognized norms and 
rules (reciprocity and 
consensus predominate) 

Work bounded by interaction: strategic action 

Orientation 

Co-ordinating 
elements 

calculated pursuit of individual interests 

rational decision strategies interlocked in a framework 
of norms and intersubjectively recognized rules of 
procedure 
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misleading to present strategic action (as Habermas sometimes 
does) as a wholly distinct type of action.18 Unless otherwise stated 
I will, therefore, understand Habermas’s basic action categories – 
work and interaction – as shown in the diagram on page 257. 

Under the categories of ‘work’ and ‘interaction’ attention is 
directed to issues concerning, respectively, the technical mastery 
of the natural and social worlds and the organization of social 
relations. 

Habermas takes as central to his theory of social evolution the 
claim that through work and interaction the human species evolves 
in two separate but interrelated dimensions, namely the develop
ment of the forces of production and the development of norma
tive structures of interaction.19 In both these dimensions ‘cumu
lative processes are involved which allow a direction to be 
perceived’. The table on page 259 outlines some of the main ele
ments of this process. 

Habermas’s ideas about social evolution provide the framework 
within which he examines the development of specific societies or 
social formations. Part of this project involves the identification of 
first, the ‘possibility spaces’ – the potential avenue of development 
– which a society’s ‘core structures’ open to evolution; and second, 
the crisis tendencies to which such structures are vulnerable. 
Although Habermas is concerned to investigate pre-civilization 
(primitive communities) and traditional societies, his main focus 
hitherto has been on modern capitalism. He explores, in particu
lar, the way ‘advanced’ (or, as he sometimes calls it, ‘ late’ or 
‘organized’) capitalism is susceptible to ‘legitimation crisis’ – the 
withdrawal from the existing order of the support or loyalty of the 
mass of the population as their motivational commitment to its 
normative basis is broken. It is Habermas’s contention that the 
seeds of a new evolutionary development – the overcoming of 
capitalism’s underlying class contradiction – can be uncovered in 
this and other related crisis tendencies. 

From the above sketch it can be seen that Habermas’s work 
covers an extraordinary range of problems. It is his ultimate objec
tive to provide a coherent framework within which a large number 
of apparently competing approaches to the social sciences can be 
integrated; these include, the critique of ideology, the perspective 
of action theory, the analysis of social systems and evolutionary 
theory. It is also his hope that the framework will provide a basis 
for bringing together the interests and findings of the ever more 
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Learning and evolution 

Marx’s category of ‘sensuous human activity’, or praxis, involves two types 
of structured activities: 
Work, or purposive-rational action 
(the dimension of activity in which 
the human species – through the 
manipulation and control of 
objects – produces from nature 
what is needed for its material 
existence) 

Language, or communicative 
action (the dimension of activity in 
which the human species 
communicates through the use of 
intersubjectively understood 
symbols, within the context of 
rule-governed institutions) 

The human species has the capacity 
to learn. It is unable not to learn: 

through the generation and 
application of technical knowledge 
there is development of the forces 
of production 

through the generation and 
application of practical and moral 
knowledge there are changes in 
structured interaction (the 
relations of production, for 
instance) 

The human species evolves in these two dimensions. In each there is a 
logic of development which has its own dynamic and which cannot be 
reduced to the other. The logics can be reconstructed in terms of: 

cumulative growth in technical and 
scientific knowledge 

the pattern of reflexivity, 
universality of beliefs, and 
discursiveness in the sphere of 
practical life 

fragmented, individual disciplines within the social sciences. The 
following chapter will examine Habermas’s contributions to the 
theory of society. The next two will deal with problems of epis¬ 
temology and method. 



10 Discourse, science and society 

The public sphere and the scientization of politics 
From his earliest published writings Habermas has been concerned 
with the development and disintegration of the ‘public sphere’ and 
with the principle of ‘discursive will-formation’ (constraint free 
discussion) on which it was founded. By public sphere Habermas 
refers to ‘a realm of social life in which something approaching 
public opinion can be formed’.1 It is a sphere in which citizens can 
‘confer in an unrestricted fashion – that is, with the guarantee of 
freedom of assembly and association and the freedom to express 
and publish their opinions – about matters of general interest’.2 It 
is a realm in which, in principle, political life can be discussed 
openly; debate proceeds in accordance with standards of critical 
reason and not by simple appeal to traditional dogmas and 
authorities (the divine right of kings, for instance). The procedures 
and presuppositions of free argument are the basis for the 
justification of opinions. It is these conditions of argument that 
lend public opinion its legitimizing force; ‘public opinion’ becomes 
distinguished from mere ‘opinion’ (for example cultural assump
tions, customs and collective prejudice).3 

In a detailed historical study (Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit) 
Habermas traces the emergence of ‘public opinion’ to the eight
eenth century. Forums for public discussion (clubs, newspapers, 
journals) developed rapidly in Europe to mediate the growing 
division between the state and civil society, a division which fol
lowed from the expansion of market economies.4 These centres of 
debate and information nurtured opposition to the traditional and 
hierarchical forms of feudal authority. The public sphere antici
pated the replacement of the rule of tradition with the rule of 
reason. 
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Public discussions, Habermas argues, grew out of a specific 
phase of the development of bourgeois society; a particular con
stellation of interests lay at the roots of this type of interchange. A 
large number of ‘private individuals’ (merchants, etc.), excluded 
from the (then) dominant political institutions, became concerned 
about the government of society because ‘ the reproduction of life 
in the wake of the developing market economy had grown beyond 
the bounds of private domestic authority’. These individuals pro
moted and shaped the public sphere by, among other things, 
maintaining as many newspapers and journals as possible in order 
to further debate about the nature of authority. As a result, ‘news
papers changed from mere institutions for the publication of news 
into bearers and leaders of public opinion – weapons of party 
politics’.5 Until the establishment of a more open and accountable 
authority structure, large numbers of papers and journals joined 
the struggle for freedom, public opinion and the principle of the 
public sphere. 

The public sphere was thought to represent the general interest, 
although those who participated in it were generally of ‘high stand
ing’ (people with education and property). Members of the 
bourgeoisie were the ‘reasoning public’; armed with what they 
took to be knowledge of the general interest they sought to change 
society into a sphere of private autonomy free of political interfer
ence, and to transform the state into an authority restricted to a 
limited number of functions and supervised by the ‘public’. The 
earliest modern constitutions reflected this desire directly. 

In the first modern constitutions the catalogues of fundamental rights 
were a perfect image of the liberal model of the public sphere: they 
guaranteed the society as a sphere of private autonomy and the restriction 
of public authority to a few functions. Between these two spheres, the 
constitutions further insured the existence of a realm of private individuals 
assembled into a public body who as citizens transmit the needs of 
bourgeois society to the state, in order, ideally, to transform political into 
‘rational’ authority within the medium of the public sphere. The general 
interest, which was the measure of such a rationality, was then guaran
teed.6 

The social basis of the public sphere meant, however, that its 
commitment to rational self-determination was never fully actual
ized either within its own boundaries or in politics generally. The 
bourgeois or liberal idea of free speech and discursive will forma-
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tion was always at some distance from reality: the discrepancy 
increased with the development of the capitalist economy. 

The press gradually became less and less involved in political 
struggles: journalism altered from an occupation motivated by 
conviction to one stimulated primarily by commerce.7 The general 
commercialization of the media eventually excluded political and 
practical questions from large areas of the public sphere. The 
growth of large-scale economic organizations, the increase in state 
intervention to stabilize the economy, the expanding influence of 
science and, more generally, of instrumental reason in social life, 
furthered the process of depoliticization. Under these conditions 
the public realm was transformed. In industrially advanced mass 
democracies the public sphere was reduced and compressed. 

Group needs that can expect no satisfaction from a self-regulating market 
tend to be regulated through the state. The public sphere, which now 
mediates these demands, becomes a field for the competition of interests 
. . . With the interweaving of the public and private realms, not only do 
political authorities assume certain functions in the sphere of commodity 
exchange and social labour, but conversely social powers now assume 
political functions. This leads to a kind of ‘refeudalization’ of the public 
sphere. Large organizations strive for a kind of political compromise with 
the state and with one another, excluding the public whenever possible. 
But at the same time they must secure at least a plebiscitary support 
among the mass of the population through the development of demonstra
tive publicity (domonstrative Publizität) .8 

As a result of these processes, the original notion of ‘public opinion’ 
was undermined. The creating and probing of public opinion 
through ‘publicity’, ‘public relations work’ and ‘public opinion 
research’ replaced discursive will formation. The critical functions of 
the public sphere were thoroughly weakened. 

Habermas notes a number of counter tendencies to these 
developments. For instance, ‘ the weakening of the public sphere as 
a principle is opposed by the extension of fundamental rights in the 
social welfare state. The demand that information be accessible to 
the public is extended from organs of the state to all organizations 
dealing with the state’. To the extent that this is actualized aspects 
of the public sphere can be upheld. But the public sphere could 
only be fully realized today on an altered basis – ‘as a rational 
organization of social and political power under the mutual control 
of . . . organizations committed to the public sphere in their inter
nal structure as well as in their relations with the state’.9 The rise of 
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‘technocratic consciousness’ and the institutions that support it, 
make this, Habermas concluded in his early work, an unlikely 
possibility. 

Towards a Rational Society and several essays in Theory and 
Practice outline some of the major social forces which have com
bined in recent times to alter the structure of society and state.10 In 
particular, Habermas stresses two developmental trends which 
have become marked in advanced Western capitalism in the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century: an increase in state intervention 
in order to stabilize economic growth, and the growing mutual 
dependence of research and technology, which has turned the sci
ences into a leading force of production.11 The permanent regula
tion of the economic process arose to combat and correct the 
dysfunctional tendencies – dysfunctional, that is, for the private 
utilization of capital – which are generated through the busi
ness cycle. With the advent of large-scale investment in research 
and development, science, technology, and industrial production 
were interlocked. Since then ‘industrial research has been linked 
with research under government contract, which primarily pro
motes scientific and technical progress in the military sector. From 
there information flows back into the sectors of civilian produc
tion’.12 Thus technology and science contribute significantly to 
productivity and production. Surplus value is no longer simply 
dependent on labour power; it is generated also by scientific tech
nical innovation. As a consequence, Marx’s labour theory of value 
is undermined: his theory of base and superstructure, as well as his 
theories of ideology and class struggle, are also affected by these 
developments.13 

The base and superstructure of society could only be analysed 
separately while the polity and civil society were distinct spheres. 
As civil society is no longer ‘autonomously’ regulated through the 
market, the relationship between base and superstructure must be 
reassessed. To do this it is no longer sufficient to restrict attention 
to economic analysis; for the burgeoning of state intervention has 
altered both economic and political life. It has altered the former 
by restructuring economic activity and displacing economic crisis 
tendencies (an idea which I will return to later). It has altered the 
latter by transforming the structure of ideology and communica
tion. The classical capitalist ideology of fair exchange is eroded 
as the exchange process increasingly operates under direct 
political regulation. This amounts to a repoliticization of many 
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social institutions: the power that once operated indirectly over 
the exchange process is superseded by the more ‘visible hand’ of 
the state.14 A new form of legitimation is required – one that 
ensures sufficient latitude for state intervention to secure both the 
private utilization of capital and mass loyalty to the system. This 
requirement is met to a considerable extent by the depoliticization 
of practical issues. 

The immanent development of the capitalist economy produces 
‘objective exigencies’ which must be met if social and political 
stability is to be maintained.15 Accordingly, politics takes on a 
peculiarly ‘negative character’. It becomes oriented towards the 
avoidance of risks and the eradication of dangers to the system: 
‘not, in other words, towards the realization of practical goals but 
towards the solution of technical problems’.16 The tasks gov
ernments face appear as if they can be solved only by science and 
technology. Propaganda can then refer to the necessary role of the 
experts and the important position of science in the economy ‘in 
order to explain why in modern societies the process of democratic 
decision-making about practical problems loses its function and 
“must” be replaced by plebiscitary decisions about alternative sets 
of leaders of administrative personnel’.17 The legitimation system 
of advanced capitalism, thus, tends to become a technocratic one, 
based upon the ability of groups of administrators, technicians and 
politicians to guarantee a minimum level of welfare, manage the 
economy successfully and sustain economic growth. 

Technocratic consciousness is both more and less ideological 
than all previous ideologies. It is ‘less ideological’ because it does 
not have the ‘opaque force of a delusion that only transfigures the 
implementation of interests’. It does not express, in any straight
forward sense, an interpretation of interaction grounded in an 
idealized view of life. On the other hand, it is ‘more ideological’ 
than its predecessors for it is ‘more irresistible and farther-
reaching’.18 In veiling practical problems it ‘severs the criteria for 
justifying the organization of social life from any normative regula
tion of interaction’. By apparently eliminating the distinction be
tween the practical and the technical it represses ‘“ethics” as such 
as a category of life’ and blocks reflection on the many factors and 
practical orientations which determine social processes.19 Tech
nocratic consciousness fulfils the ideological function of legitimat
ing the pursuit of particular interests. It conceals behind a facade 
of objective necessity the interests of classes and groups that actu-
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ally determine the function, direction and pace of technological 
and social development.20 

At the core of technocratic consciousness is instrumental reason. 
At the centre of technocratic domination is the creeping erosion of 
the institutional framework of society, the realm of symbolic 
interaction, by systems of purposive-rational action. The growth of 
technological control in society ultimately implies, Habermas 
argues, ‘an entire organization of society: one in which technology, 
become autonomous, dictates a value-system – namely, its own – 
to the domains of praxis it has usurped’.21 Specifically, Habermas 
notes four levels of progressive rationalization of technical con
trol.22 The first is in the application of techniques generated by 
science to social problems for the realization of specific goals. The 
second emerges when there is a conflict between competing tech
nical solutions on the first level. This type of conflict is rationalized 
in decision theory. On the first two levels, values are isolated from 
rational decision procedures and enter into the process as subject
ively given goals. The technical values of efficiency and economy 
tend to dominate the selection of means. The ends as such cannot 
be questioned within the terms of the procedures: they admit only 
of compromise between competing parties. As decision theory 
rationalizes choice of techniques, however, the operative value 
systems also change; for values themselves are subject indirectly to 
a pragmatic test of their validity.23 This testing of values becomes 
particularly necessary when a system is confronted with a conflict 
situation in which there is a rationally operating opponent who has 
a choice between various plans of action. At this point, a third 
level of rationalization becomes relevant – technical rationality is 
extended directly to values themselves. Here all previous value 
orientations are measured against a basic formalized value – survi
val or successful self-assertion. Actor strategies are then clarified 
in terms of a specific technical task, namely standing up to the 
opponent. All other value systems are discounted. This type of 
strategic decision-making framework can be widened to subsume 
all decision situations. At this point, a fourth level of rationaliza
tion becomes possible, a level on which decision-making could be 
completely delegated to computers. A cybernetically centered sy
stems theory (oriented around the primary goal of reproduction 
and self-maintenance) can, Habermas speculates, become the 
basis for the automatic analysis and steering of action systems in 
complex environments. 
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Habermas regards this fourth level of rationalization as the stage 
towards which modern technocratic politics is moving. Its ideal is a 
cybernetically self-regulated organization of society – ‘a negative 
utopia of technical control over history’. He notes, of course, that 
this technocratic goal has nowhere been realized; the institutional 
framework of society is not fully absorbed by systems of 
purposive-rational action. But he sees the removal of decisions 
from the bulk of humanity’s control as a distinct possibility. As a 
consequence, he is extremely critical of systems theory (although 
he adopts aspects of it for his own programme). His debate with 
Niklas Luhmann must be understood in this light.24 

While class and privilege still remain integral elements of 
advanced capitalism, class conflict, Habermas argues, recedes 
behind conflicts which, although often explosive, do not affect the 
central structures of society. Following an analysis by Claus Offe, 
Habermas holds that ‘open conflicts about social interests break 
out with greater probability the less their frustrations have 
dangerous consequences for the system’.25 

State-regulated capitalism, which emerged from a reaction against the 
dangers to the system produced by open class antagonism, suspends class 
conflict. The system of advanced capitalism is so defined by a policy of 
securing the loyalty of the wage earning masses through rewards, that is, 
by avoiding conflict, that the conflict still built into the structure of society 
in virtue of the private mode of capital utilization is the very area of 
conflict which has the greatest probability of remaining latent. It recedes 
behind others, which, while conditioned by the mode of production, can 
no longer assume the form of class conflicts. This means not that class 
antagonisms have been abolished but that they have become latent. The 
political system has incorporated an interest – which transcends latent 
class boundaries – in preserving the compensatory distribution facade.26 

There are, of course, conflicts over wages, conditions of work, etc., 
but these are quickly resolved in most cases. While more violent 
and destructive forms of conflict do erupt, they are, Habermas 
holds, usually a result of uneven development, disproportionately 
scattered state intervention (which produces areas in need of 
urgent development), and the general ‘displacement of the conflict 
zone from the class boundary to the underpriviliged regions of 
life’.27 

These developments have significance, Habermas maintains, not 
only for the relevance of Marx’s ideas and theories but also for his 
emphasis on political economy as the most suitable approach to 
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the study of society. Political economy, Habermas concludes, is an 
insufficient basis for the development of a theory of society. Many 
of Marx’s basic assumptions require new formulations. In order to 
understand the alternative positions Habermas has in mind it is 
useful to examine his works which discuss Marx directly. Through 
his critique of Marx (and, as is revealed in the next section, Freud) 
one can grasp why and how he sets out to reconstruct social theory. 

Marx and historical materialism 
Habermas engages with Marx’s work in a number of his major 
writings. Of these his comments in Knowledge and Human Inter
ests and Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus are the 
most important.28 In Knowledge and Human Interests he explores 
‘a fundamental unresolved tension’ in Marx which, he claims, has 
contributed to the positivist atrophy of Marx’s social theory, on the 
one hand, and to the justification of technocratic social manage
ment in, for example, East European societies, on the other. In 
Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus he seeks to 
reconstruct historical materialism. By reconstruction he means 
‘taking a theory apart and putting it back together again in a new 
form, in order to attain more fully the goal that it has set for 
itself.29 I shall begin by elaborating his position in Knowledge and 
Human Interests. 

In his empirical investigations and in his work on historical mat
erialism, Marx, in Habermas’s view, always takes account both of 
productive labour and practical activity or, as Habermas most 
often expresses it, both of work and interaction. Marx incorporates 
an analysis of the way human beings reproduce the material condi
tions of their lives (transforming their material world) with an 
analysis of the mode in which they interpret and alter their institu
tions in historical struggles (establishing and changing their iden
tities).30 His concrete social inquiries embrace both the material 
(economic) basis of society and the institutional framework, the 
structure of symbolic interaction and the role of cultural tradition. 
Marx draws on analytic distinctions between two, dialectically 
related, ‘dimensions’ of the reproductive process of society. On the 
one hand, there is the realm of scientific-technical progress which 
is characterized by ‘epochal innovations’ – the forces of produc
tion. On the other hand, there is the institutional realm – 
the relations of production – which distributes rewards, obliga-
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tions, and charges. The latter comprises forms of social integration 
(domination) and social conflict (class struggle). The course of 
institutional change is marked by stages of reflection through 
which the ‘dogmatic character of surpassed forms of domination 
and ideologies are dispelled’.31 

The human self-formative process is viewed, then, as dependent 
on both confrontation with nature in production and on the trans
formation of society in social struggles. Marx’s theory of capitalism 
develops within this frame of reference; it attempts to take account 
of both technical and practical activity. It is at one and the same 
time an analysis of the crisis-ridden dynamics of capitalism and a 
critique of ideology; it is both an analysis of political economy (qua 
political-economic activity) and a critique of political economy 
(qua an incorrect theory of such activity). It is both science and 
criticism, a theory of exploitation, etc., which also conceives of 
itself as the critical consciousness of revolutionary practice. 

But Marx’s self-understanding, Habermas argues, is inconsistent 
with this categorial framework. In reflection on his own work in, 
for instance, his preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Politi
cal Economy, Marx had a strong tendency to reduce practical to 
technical activity: technical activity (or productive labour or in
strumental action) becomes the paradigm for the analysis of sen
suous, practical activity. 

Marx does not actually explicate the interrelationship of interaction and 
labour, but instead, under the unspecific title of social praxis, reduces the 
one to the other, namely communicative action to instrumental action . . . 
the productive activity which regulates the material exchange of the 
human species with its natural environment, becomes the paradigm for 
the generation of all the categories, everything is resolved into the self-
movement of production. Because of this, Marx’s brilliant insight into the 
dialectical relationship between the forces of production and the relations 
of production could very quickly be misinterpreted in a mechanistic man
ner.32 

On the level of philosophical anthropology and epistemology 
Marx’s ‘brilliant insight’ would require a concomitant distinction 
between humans as tool-making and as language-using animals. In 
contrast, however, at both levels Marx has a strong tendency to 
incorporate the latter in the former. 

The reductionist tendency in Marx’s thought is complemented 
by his misunderstanding of the epistemological and methodologi-
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cal status of his own enterprise. On Habermas’s account, although 
Marx himself ‘established the science of man in the form of criti
que and not as a natural science, he continually tended to classify it 
with the natural sciences’,33 Marx makes frequent analogies be
tween the status of his work and that of the natural sciences. 
Habermas regards this demand for a natural science of man, with 
its positivist overtones, as astonishing – although not difficult to 
explain. It is a logical consequence of a framework restricted to 
instrumental action. If patterns of interaction are tied to a feed
back relation with production, then it is possible to describe these 
patterns in the same terms as those used for the productive pro
cess. If interaction is not an independent dimension of human 
activity, if it is reduced to technical activity, then knowledge of 
social processes can be developed by searching out laws which 
operate ‘independently’ or ‘over the heads’ of human agents. The 
emphasis on critique in Marx’s concrete studies is displaced by a 
concern for nomological knowledge: an emphasis on the interplay 
between freedom and necessity gives way to an exclusive emphasis 
on necessity (determinism). Marx failed, Habermas contends, to 
work out a satisfactory metatheory which would relate work and 
interaction and the respective forms of knowledge that are gener
ated in each domain. There is an unresolved tension in his work 
between the reductionism and positivism (or scientism, as Haber
mas sometimes writes) of his general theoretical approach and the 
critical, dialectical character of his concrete social investigations.34 

In the work of Engels, Lenin, Bukharin and Stalin, among 
others, Habermas claims, this tension was resolved in favour of 
reductionism and positivism. Dialectics uncovered (guaranteed) 
the unity of humans and nature.35 The objective workings of every 
branch of life were thought to be accessible. Accordingly, know
ledge of the laws of motion of history made possible the control of 
social processes in a manner analogous to the control exercized by 
the natural sciences. With knowledge (apparently) available about 
the outcomes of social processes, the possibility existed of taking 
the objectively correct course of action in any given situation. 
Prediction allows control in accord with the facts. Thus science – 
developed as dialectical materialism – legitimizes technocratic 
activity and centralized management by ‘experts’. The import of 
the subject’s own reflections on his or her activity or on the prac
tices of the party and state is eclipsed. Indeed, from the point of 
view of those that wield ‘objective knowledge’ these reflections are 
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superfluous; for the emancipation of the subject follows, in princi
ple, automatically from the scientific control of the objective struc
tures of history. 

Habermas’s own notion of critical theory, elaborated in the fol
lowing chapters, seeks to reformulate the philosophical and 
methodological foundation of Marxism so as to unambiguously 
prevent the critical enterprise from becoming a support of tech
nocratic ideology. But he is not just concerned, as previously indi
cated, with the philosophical problems of Marxism. In Zur Rekon¬ 
struktion des Historischen Materialismus he assesses some of the 
basic concepts and assumptions of historical materialism as they 
were explicated by Marx and subsequent orthodox Marxists.36 In 
his view, Marx’s theory of capitalist development (worked out in 
the Grundrisse and Capital) is a ‘subtheory’ of historical material
ism. Accordingly, historical materialism is not a guide or a method 
but rather ‘a theory of social evolution, which, owing to its 
reflective status, is also informative for purposes of political 
action’.37 Although Habermas feels that the ‘stimulus from histori
cal materialism has not yet been exhausted’, he thinks that it 
‘requires revision in many respects’. Many of the difficulties derive 
from Marx’s emphasis on the forces of production as the motor of 
history: 

Whereas Marx localized the learning processes important for evolution in 
the dimension of . . . the productive forces – there are in the meantime 
good reasons for assuming that learning processes also take place in the 
dimension of moral insight, practical knowledge, communicative action, 
and the consensual regulation of action conflicts – learning processes that 
are deposited in more mature forms of social integration, in new produc
tive relations, and that in turn first make possible the introduction of new 
productive forces.38 

Habermas focuses his discussion of historical materialism on what 
he takes to be its two basic concepts –‘social labour’ and the ‘his
tory of the species’ (which is linked to the idea of ‘developmental 
sequences of modes of production’) – and its two fundamental 
theorems – the theory of ‘base and superstructure’ and the theory 
of (crisis) development, that is, the ‘dialectic of the forces and 
relations of production’. 

For Marx the concept of ‘socially organized labour’ specifies the 
way human beings (as opposed to animals) reproduce their lives. 
According to Habermas, however, recent anthropological findings 
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contradict this thesis; socially organized labour and economic life 
forms characterize not only Homo sapiens but also hominids.39 

Marx’s notion ‘reaches too deeply into the evolutionary scale’. 
While social labour is fundamental to Homo sapiens, it is their 
form of social organization – along kinship lines – that marks, 
Habermas argues, their distinctiveness. The institutionalization of 
a father role (with the establishment of the incest taboo between 
father and daughter and a familial social structure) created the 
specifically human form of reproducing life. This evolutionary 
development was dependent on the emergence of linguistic com
munication which enabled the formulation of a system of social 
roles and norms. 

Habermas stresses that language is one of the crucial media 
through which the social life of the human species unfolds. The 
evolutionary disjuncture between human and animal occurs 
because at the socio-cultural stage of development (human) ani
mal behaviour is reorganized by the structure of linguistic com
munication. Linguistically produced intersubjectivity cannot be 
achieved without interchange about both particular experiences 
and patterns of interpersonal relations. This, Habermas suggests, 
is an expression of the specifically human interpenetration of cog
nitive abilities, action motives and linguistic intersubjectivity. In 
this process language functions as a kind of transformer; ‘since 
psychic processes such as sensations, needs, and feelings are fit into 
the structures of linguistic intersubjectivity, inner episodes of 
experiences are transformed into intentional contents, that is, cog
nitions into statements, needs, and feelings into normative expect
ations (precepts and values)’. The transformation produces a dis
tinction ‘rich in consequences’ between the ‘subjectivity of opin
ion, of wanting, of pleasure and pain on the one hand, and the 
utterances and norms which appear with a claim to generality 
[Allgemeinheitsanspruch] on the other’. Social systems reproduce 
themselves, Habermas maintains, through actions incorporating 
claims to generality and validity.40 Production and socialization, 
social labour and systems of roles (the familial principle of organ
ization) are, he concludes, ‘equally important for the reproduction 
of the species’. 

Marx conceives the historical process as a discrete series of 
stages of development. Social labour produces both the material 
conditions of life and a particular historical dynamic. The key to 
the reconstruction of the ‘history of the species’ is, on this account, 
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the concept of ‘mode of production’. A mode of production is 
characterized, according to Habermas, by a specific state of 
development of the forces of production – forces comprising the 
labour power of producers, technical knowledge in so far as it is 
converted into means and techniques of production, and organiza
tional knowledge in so far as it is used for the deployment of 
labour – and a specific form of social intercourse (relations of 
production) – those institutions and social mechanisms that regu
late access to the means of production and determine indirectly the 
distribution of social wealth and the ‘interest structure’ of soci
ety.41 In the orthodox Marxist version of historical materialism 
(most clearly elaborated by Stalin), social evolution is seen as 
passing through five stages of development, from the primitive 
communal to the ancient, feudal, capitalist and socialist modes of 
production.42 The course of history, in this view, ‘sets down the 
unilinear, necessary, uninterrupted, and progressive development of 
a macro [or species-] subject’. Habermas has strong analytical and 
empirical objections to this position. 

He argues, first, that historical materialism must reject (and 
does not need) the notion of an evolving macro-subject. ‘The 
bearers of evolution are rather societies and the acting subjects 
integrated into them.’43 Second, it is important to distinguish ‘the 
rationally reconstructible pattern [‘rules for possible problem-
solving’] of a hierachy of more and more comprehensive structures 
[of purposive-rational and communicative action], from the pro
cesses through which the empirical substrates develop’.44 He does 
not reject the idea of teleology in history but aims to develop an 
acceptable formulation of it. He seeks to defend the thesis that if a 
society is involved in evolution – a matter which itself depends on 
empirical circumstances – there is development of a cumulative 
kind which ‘exhibits direction’. Both in the spheres of technical 
and practical activity progressive rationalization can occur. New 
technically useful knowledge and moral-practical knowledge can 
be employed to develop and advance the forces of production and 
the basic institutions of society. The complex claims embedded in 
this view will be elaborated later. Third, Habermas maintains that 
recent anthropological and historical research creates important 
difficulties for the schema of modes of production because many 
different societies combine elements of several different ‘modes’; 
the concept is often hard to apply and leaves unresolved significant 
questions (for example, can paleolithic societies be distinguished 
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from neolithic societies on the basis of the primitive communal 
mode of production? Does state-regulated capitalism mark ‘the 
last phase of the old [capitalist] mode of production or the transi
tion to a new one?’); the concept of mode of production is an 
insufficient basis for distinguishing some of society’s most impor
tant characteristics (for instance, the complex patterns of interac
tion which are not in a simple feedback relation to production).45 

These and other considerations, Habermas concludes, require 
the development of an approach to the ‘history of the species’ 
which would allow both the grasp of developmental-logical struc
tures and the analysis of complex historical conditions. This, he 
believes, can be achieved by working, on the one hand, at higher 
levels of generalization than Marx, and, on the other, by paying 
more attention to specific empirical mechanisms. In order to lay 
the basis for this programme the Marxian concept of social forma
tion is introduced along with the notion that each formation is 
‘determined by a principle of social organization’. By principle of 
organization Habermas understands those innovations which in
stitutionalize levels of societal learning. The organizational princi
ple of a society determines ‘ranges of possibility’ within which: 
particular dimensions of institutions can be changed; available 
productive forces can be utilized; new productive forces can be 
developed; and system complexity can be heightened. 

A principle of organization consists of regulations so abstract that within 
the social formation which it determines a number of functionally equiva
lent modes of production are possible. Accordingly, the economic struc
ture of a given society would have to be examined at two analytic levels; 
firstly in terms of the modes of production that have been concretely 
combined in it; and then in terms of that social formation to which the 
dominant mode of production belongs.46 

Habermas attempts a tentative classification of social formations 
and organizational principles in both Legitimation Crisis and Zur 
Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus. In the former this 
is undertaken through an analysis which seeks to pinpoint the 
‘institutional core’ that determines the dominant forms of social 
integration, for instance, kinship in primitive societies, class domi
nation in a political form in traditional societies. In the latter this is 
achieved by bringing societies under the perspective of a develop
mental logical series; that is, by classifying, according to evolutio
nary features, the forms of social integration determined by prin-
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ciples of social organization.47 (By a ‘form of social organization’ 
Habermas means, following Durkheim, the establishment of ‘the 
unity of a social life-world through values and norms’.) 

The theory of base and superstructure was elaborated by Marx 
in order to uncover the social forces which play a leading role in 
social evolution. For Marx the ‘basic domain’ of society is consti
tuted by the forces and relations of production; they form an 
economic structure that delimits the realm in which the most test
ing problems for a society are generated. The identification of the 
‘base’ of society with economic structures is, however, according to 
Habermas, inadequate for the comprehension of many different 
forms of society. The ‘base’ need not be the economic realm. For if 
relations of production are understood as the mechanisms that 
regulate access to the means of production and indirectly deter
mine the distribution of social wealth, then it can be seen that they 
have, in the past, been rooted in non-economic social institutions. 
‘In primitive societies this function was performed by kinship sy
stems, and in civilizations by systems of domination. Only in cap
italism, when the market, along with its steering function, also 
assumed the function of stabilizing class relationships, did the rela
tions of production come forth as such and take on an economic 
form’.48 It was only at this point that the ‘base’ actually coincided 
with the economic subsystem. 

The institutional nucleus around which the relations of produc
tion are formed determines a particular ‘form of social integra
tion’ . If problems emerge which cannot be solved within a society’s 
dominant framework of integration, its identity is threatened: it is 
in crisis. In Marx’s analysis, societal crises develop as a result of the 
‘dialectic of forces and relations of production’; the endogenous 
development of the productive forces create structural incon
gruities with the relations of production. Habermas has both an 
empirical and analytic objection to this position. He notes, first, 
that the events which led to the first civilizations and to the rise of 
European capitalism ‘were not conditioned but followed by the 
significant developments of productive forces’.49 In other words, 
the forces of production did not in these cases create the condi
tions for an evolutionary thrust. Second, the theorem of forces and 
relations itself fails to explain how and why the structural problems 
facing a mode of production are solved – how and why the 
‘evolutionary step’ to new forms of social integration is taken. 
Habermas proposes the following answer: the species learns both 
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in the dimension of technically useful knowledge and in the dimen
sion of moral-practical consciousness decisive for, respectively, 
the development of productive forces and the structures of interac
tion.50 Social evolution comprises a ‘learning process’ which can be 
reconstructed on the basis of a developmental logic. The notion of 
a developmental logic is taken from the cognitive-developmental 
approach to psychology (Piaget) and moral consciousness (Kohl¬ 
berg). It implies a structured sequence of development in which 
there are qualitatively distinct stages, each of which must be pas
sed through if development is to be fully advanced. Individual 
elements of a particular stage comprise a structured whole: they 
represent, as Kohlberg puts it, ‘an underlying thought-organiza
tion which determines responses to tasks which are not manifestly 
similar’.51 The schemata of each stage 

are ordered in an invariant and hierarchically structured sequence. This 
means that no later phase can be attained without passing through all 
those preceding it; further, that in later stages of development the ele
ments of earlier phases are transformed [aufgehoben] and re-integrated at 
a higher level; and moreover that for the sequence as a whole a direction 
of development can be specified.52 

Although there does, on Habermas’s account, seem to be a 
pattern of development of technology, one can ‘get behind the level 
of the history of technology’.53 Taking his cue once more from 
Piaget, he suggests that the evolution of technology might well be 
explained, in part, by reference to the developmental sequence of 
formal structures of thought – ‘from preoperational through 
concrete-operational to formal-operational thought’.54 (So far he 
has only offered a number of clues as to how this idea might be 
further elaborated.) If this strategy were successful one would have 
an account of the logic of technical development – the logic behind 
the development of the productive forces. This would not yet be, 
however, an analysis of the actual historical development of these 
forces; for the genesis of them, Habermas insists, cannot be under
stood independently of changing patterns of world views. ‘The 
evolution of world views mediates between the stages of develop
ment of interaction structures and advances in technically useful 
knowledge.’55 

The rationality structures that find expression in world views, 
and which become a practical force in social movements and in
stitutions, have ‘a strategically important position from a theoreti-
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cal point of view’.56 The approach Habermas takes to their analysis 
has changed over time, particularly from Knowledge and Human 
Interests to Legitimation Crisis and more recent work. It is impor
tant to outline his position in the early as well as the later writings 
in order to understand more fully: the emphasis on belief systems 
and moral representations; how he develops these issues; why he 
draws extensively on social psychology. 

Freud, social psychology and normative structures 

In Knowledge and Human Interests Habermas takes Freudian 
psychoanalysis as an exemplar for critical theory.57 His interest in 
Freud’s work is first and foremost in its theoretical and 
methodological structure. However, he stresses that certain ele
ments of Freud’s substantive theory can be usefully employed to 
supplement and enrich Marx’s conception of the nature of social 
organization.58 Specifically, he argues that in Freud’s later work – 
in his contributions to social theory and social psychology – there 
are systematic insights into the origins and functions of social in
stitutions which aid the elucidation of the concepts of social power 
and ideology. 

According to Habermas, Freud understood institutions as the 
manifestation of ‘historically required repression of instinctual 
drives’ which result from ‘the conflict between surplus impulses 
and conditions of collective self-preservation’.59 Faced with condi
tions of scarcity, human beings – in order to survive – are forced to 
adapt to their environment in ways which prevent ‘complete 
gratification of instinctual desires’. The process of adaptation is the 
central principle behind Freud’s conception of social organization. 
On Habermas’s interpretation, Freud held that there are important 
similarities between the development of the individual and the 
development of the species.60 

As long as the pressure of reality is overpowering and ego organization is 
weak, so that instinctual renunciation can only be brought about by forces 
of affect, the species finds collective solutions for the problem of defense, 
which resemble neurotic solutions at the individual level. The same 
configurations that drive the individual to neurosis move society to establ
ish institutions.61 

The effectiveness of social institutions in facilitating survival 
occurs at the cost of repression of wants and needs. This repression 
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is operationalized through the development of patterns of dis
torted communication on a social scale. 

Freud distinguished, Habermas claims, the forces and relations 
of production, in a way similar to Marx. He understood that the 
level of necessary social repression was a function of the level of 
development of productive forces; as the technical power of a 
society to control the forces of outer nature increases, the con
straints of scarcity are progressively overcome, thus decreasing the 
degree of socially necessary repression. As the level of repression 
diminishes, the institutional framework of a society can be 
changed to accommodate a higher level of needs gratification. The 
impetus for such a change emerges from the experience of mem
bers of a given society who suffer as a result of repression. Beyond 
the level of general repressions which are imposed on all members 
alike, there are, Habermas points out (in accord with Marcuse), 
class-specific privations and denials. Hence the classes who experi
ence the most deprivation and suffering are potentially the least 
integrated into society and the most likely source of radical 
change. 

It is Habermas’s contention that by conceiving of social institu
tions as the result of repressed needs and, therefore, as the source 
of distorted and limited communication, Freud was able to give a 
better account of ideology than Marx. Marx was unable, given his 
focus on production and labour, to develop a satisfactory concep
tion of ideology and power as distorted communication. This is 
reflected in his tendency to conceive the development of social 
organization in terms directly dependent on the productive pro
cess. Freud, on the other hand, by focusing on the development of 
socially expressible needs and motivational patterns, was able to 
perceive that the power of social norms ‘is based on a defence 
which enforces substitute-gratifications and produces symptoms as 
long as it is a result of unconscious mechanisms and not of con
scious control’.62 Accordingly, although a precondition of emanci
pation is ‘the extension of objective possibilities by the productive 
forces, there is no certainty that emancipation will follow automat
ically from greater technical progress.’63 For emancipation entails 
not only overcoming constraints of nature, like scarcity, but also 
dissolving systems of distorted communication. In Habermas’s 
view, historical materialism must be supplemented by a theory of 
ideology understood in terms of distorted communication. 

In order to investigate capacities for the eradication of barriers 
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to self-reflection and communication Habermas has turned his 
attention to the study of linguistic, cognitive, moral, interactive 
and psychosexual development.64 He thinks that a 
developmental-logic for the ontogenesis of action competence – 
particularly of moral reasoning – has already been plausibly estab
lished. His aim is to elaborate both a general model of individual 
development and a model of the development of forms of social 
integration. This is clearly an enormous project which, Habermas 
recognizes, is only at a very early stage in its formulation. But he 
hopes to establish an integrated framework for the analysis of 
communicative competence and, thus, for the analysis of the con
ditions and possibilities of individual and social development. It is 
only in such a framework, he believes, that systematic answers can 
be given to questions concerning human capabilities. 

Habermas thinks that ontogenetic models of developmental 
processes provide a number of important clues for the unravelling 
of social evolution, although, he stresses, one cannot draw from 
them any direct conclusions about developmental levels of 
societies.65 The models provide insights into the structures of con
sciousness of socialized individuals and into the structures of social 
institutions (‘the infrastructure of action systems’); for ‘individuals 
acquire their competencies not as isolated monads but by growing 
into the symbolic structures of their life-worlds’.66 It is Habermas’s 
view that within the history of the individual and the species 
homologous structures of consciousness can be uncovered in three 
domains: ego development and the evolution of world views, ego 
and group identities, and moral judgements and actions of indi
viduals and legal and moral systems. The investigation of the 
evolution of forms of social integration requires analysis and study 
of these different areas before a framework can be developed for 
their interrelation. The first two areas, Habermas notes, have had 
little systematic attention. In Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen 
Materialismus he devotes some space to their consideration. 

Ontogenesis can be examined by focusing on the capability for 
cognition, speech and action. These three aspects of individual 
development can, Habermas maintains, ‘be brought under one 
unifying idea of ego development – the ego is formed in a system 
of demarcations. The subjectivity of internal nature demarcates 
itself in relation to the objectivity of a perceptible external nature, 
in relation to the normativity of society, and in relation to the 
intersubjectivity of language’.67 Habermas analyses the process – 
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‘very tentatively’ – into a number of stages of development: the 
‘symbiotic’ (where there are no clear indications of a demarcation 
of subjectivity); the ‘egocentric’ (subject and object are differenti
ated but judgements are linked to a ‘body-bound perspective’); 
the ‘sociocentric-objectivistic’ (clear differentiation of the envi
ronment into physical and social domains, awareness of the 
‘perspectival character of one’s own standpoint’), and the ‘univer¬ 
salistic stage’ (subject can become free of the ‘dogmatism of the 
given and existing’, systems of ego demarcation become 
reflective).68 A similar series of stages of demarcation can, Haber¬ 
mas conjectures, be found in world views. 
In both dimensions, development apparently leads to . . . an ever clearer 
categorical demarcation of the subjectivity of internal nature from the 
objectivity of external nature, as well as from the normativity of social 
reality and the intersubjectivity of linguistic reality.69 

At the level of world views he distinguishes a number of stages of 
development from the ‘magical – animistic representational world’ 
of paleolithic societies (which are centered in tribal life) to the 
establishment of universalistic forms of intercourse in contempor
ary society (governed by rules which can, in principle, be subjected 
to reflection and transformation). To date Habermas claims only 
that his work has rendered plausible the idea that there are 
‘homologies between the structures of the ego and world views’.70 

From a more socio-psychological viewpoint he has examined the 
formation of ego and group identities.71 He distinguishes three 
essential stages of the development of the former: ‘natural iden
tity’ (based on the temporal continuity and the character of the 
child’s body); ‘role identity’ (based on intersubjectively recog
nized, stable expectations) and ‘ego identity’ (based on the indi
vidual’s capacity to construct identities and integrate them into an 
‘unmistakable life history’).72 Habermas contends that the pattern 
of development of individual identity is a key to uncovering the 
change of collective identities. ‘In both dimensions identity projec
tions apparently become more and more general and abstract, 
until finally the projection mechanism as such becomes conscious, 
and identity formation takes on a reflective form.’73 Although he 
qualifies the comparison, he clearly sees parallels between the 
genesis of individual and collective identity. The development of 
societies from the neolithic to the modern world displays similar 
stages to those of the histories of the individual.74 
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However, Habermas’s main concern hitherto has been with an 
examination of what he calls one of the ‘core domains of interac
tion’ – law and morality. Law and morality represent arrangements 
and orientations to resolve action conflicts on the basis of agree
ment. They mark both the moral consciousness of the individual 
and the regulations of society. Following Kohlberg, who has 
studied patterns of moral consciousness in ontogenesis, he outlines 
three important stages or structures of consciousness: the precon¬ 
ventional, conventional and postconventional.75 

At the preconventional stage, at which actions, motives, and acting sub
jects are still perceived on a single plane of reality, only the consequences 
of action are evaluated in cases of conflict. At the conventional stage, 
motives can be assessed independently of concrete action consequences; 
conformity with a certain social role or with an existing system of norms 
is the standard. At the postconventional stage, these systems of norms lose 
their quasi-natural validity; they require justification from universalistic 
points of view.76 

The different stages represent modes of problem solving, the abil
ity to make moral judgements. Habermas appears to be in little 
doubt that the different stages of moral consciousness uncovered 
in cognitive developmental pyschology can be found in the social 
evolution of moral and legal systems. 

As in the behaviour of individuals, different ‘stages’ can be pres
ent simultaneously in a given social formation. In order to grasp 
this Habermas stresses that it is necessary to distinguish the core 
structures that underlie and serve to maintain the consensual regu
lation of conflict from the general structures (the institutions and 
norms) that underpin ‘normal interaction’ (for example routines of 
daily life) with relatively little conflict. If one also distinguishes the 
expression of moral consciousness in the judgement of conflicts 
from processes of actively resolving them, then one is in a position, 
he suggests, to offer a tentative sketch of levels of social integra
tion. These can be summarized as follows: 

1 In Neolithic societies normal interaction is conventionally structured 
mythical world views, which are still interlaced with the action system, 
contain conventional patterns of conflict resolution; the legally in¬ 
stitutionized regulation of conflicts is, however, tied to preconven
tional points of view (such as assessment of the consequences of action 
. . . restoration of the status quo ante). 

2 In archaic civilizations normal interaction is conventionally structured; 
mythical world views, set off from the system of action, take on the 



Discourse, science and society 281 

function of providing legitimation for the occupants of dominant posi
tions; conflicts are regulated from the standpoint of a conventional 
morality tied to the dominant figure who administers the law or re
presents justice (evaluation according to intentions, transition from 
retaliation to punishment, from group to individual liability). 

3 In developed civilizations normal interaction is conventionally struc
tured; there is a break with mythical thought and the formation of 
rationalized (cosmological and monotheistic) world views containing 
postconventional moral representations; conflicts are regulated from 
the point of view of a conventional morality disengaged from the 
person of the ruler (expanded system of legal administration, law 
dependent on tradition but systematized). 

4 In early modern societies certain spheres of interaction are structured 
postconventionally – spheres of strategic action (such as capitalist 
enterprise) are regulated universalistically, and there are the begin
nings of political will-formation grounded on principles (formal demo
cracy); legitimating doctrines are developed along universalistic lines 
(rational natural law, for example); conflicts are regulated from the 
point of view of a strict separation of legality and morality (general, 
formal, and rationalized law; private morality guided by principles).77 

Reconstruction of historical materialism 
On Habermas’s account, therefore, learning takes place in two 
central dimensions: moral-practical insight and empirical-analytic 
knowledge. The results of learning are passed down in cultural 
traditions. These traditions provide the essential resources for 
social movements; a cognitive potential for dealing with distur
bances and crises in the reproductive process of society. Cultural 
traditions are the basis of the rationalization of action. The table 
on page 283 outlines Habermas’s conception of the essential ele
ments of the rationalization process.78 Despite his emphasis on the 
centrality of both these dimensions Habermas holds that the 
development of normative structures i s the pacemaker of social 
evolution, for new principles of social organization mean new 
forms of social integration; and the latter, in turn, first make it 
possible to implement available productive forces or to generate 
new ones’.79 

Habermas is quick to point out that his description of patterns of 
normative structures (and of the development of productive 
forces) is not in itself a theory of social evolution – it is a depiction 
of a ‘development logic inherent in cultural traditions and institu-
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tional change’. It says nothing about the ‘mechanisms of develop
ment’; it tells us only ‘something about the range of variations 
within which cultural values, moral representations, norms and the 
like – at a given level of social organization – can be organized’. 
The actual developmental dynamics of normative structures are 
dependent upon system problems conditioned by economic cir
cumstances, and the learning processes that emerge in reaction to 
them.80 In this sense culture remains, on Habermas’s account, ‘a 
superstructural phenomenon, even if it does seem to play a more 
prominent role in the transition to new developmental levels than 
many Marxists have heretofore supposed’. As a consequence, he 
claims, his approach remains materialist and historical. 

The analysis of developmental dynamics is ‘materialist’ insofar as it makes 
reference to crisis-producing systems problems in the domain of produc
tion and reproduction; and the analysis remains ‘historically orientated’ 
insofar as it has to seek the causes of evolutionary changes in the whole 
range of those contingent circumstances under which (a) new structures 
are acquired in the individual consciousness and transposed into struc
tures of world views; (b) systems problems arise, which overload the 
steering capacity of a society; (c) the institutional embodiment of new 
rationality structures can be tried and stabilized; and (d) the new latitude 
for the mobilization of resources can be utilized. Only after rationalization 
processes (which require explanations that are both historical and 
materialist) have been historically completed can we specify the patterns 
of development for the normative structures of society. These develop
mental logics betoken the independence – and to this extent the internal 
history – of the spirit.81 

It is important to keep in mind that social evolution proceeds at 
two levels: ‘in processes of learning and adaption at each given 
level of learning (until its structural possibilities are exhausted) 
and in those unlikely evolutionary thrusts that lead to new learning 
levels’.82 The emergence of problems which overload the ‘adaptive 
capacity’ of society is a contingent matter. If such problems do 
arise whether and how they are resolved depends on ‘access to new 
stages of learning’. Solutions to severe crises require both attempts 
to alter existent forms of social integration, and a social environ
ment that can sustain such attempts.83 Evolutionary learning, the 
constructive movement to new stages, is subject to, at least, two 
initial conditions: 

on the one hand, unresolved system problems that represent challenges; 
on the other, new levels of learning that have already been achieved in 
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Rationalization of action 

Purposive-rational 
action 

Communicative 
action 

Learning dimension Objectivating 
thought 

Moral-practical 
insight 

Action can be 
rationalized in terms 
of 

a empirical 
efficiency of 
technical means 

b consistency of 
choices between 
means 

1 moral-practical 
aspect of 
responsibility of 
acting subject 
Justifiability of 
underlying norms 

Rationalization of 
action requires 

a technically 
utilizable, 
empirical 
knowledge 

b testing of inner 
consistency of 
value systems and 
decisions maxims 
and correct 
derivation of 
choices 

a truthfulness of 
intentional 
expressions 

b justification of 
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world views . . . but are not yet incorporated in action systems and thus 
still remain institutionally inoperative.84 

Crisis and the development of capitalism 

For Habermas, the history of the species can be reconstructed as 
the history of humanity’s increasing capacity for freedom from the 
vicissitudes of both environmental and personal conditions: peo
ple’s autonomy is dependent upon developments in the spheres of 
production and normative structures of interaction. This history, 
however, is also the history of crises. There is no guarantee that 
these crises will be resolved – there is no guarantee of progress. 

Habermas reinforces this point in his discussion of the ‘dialectic 
of progress’. Whilst maintaining the existence of developmental 
stages, he points out that ‘ the extent of exploitation and repression 
by no means stands in inverse proportion to these levels of 
development.’ New stages of learning expand both choices and the 
range of possible problem solutions. A higher level of, for exam
ple, productive forces does remove certain burdens. But new prob
lems arise which can (to the extent that they are comparable with 
the older problems) increase in intensity. 

The dialectic of progress can be seen in the fact that with the acquisition of 
problem solving abilities new problem situations come to consciousness 
. . . suffering from the contingencies of an uncontrolled process gains a 
new quality to the extent that we believe ourselves capable of rationally 
intervening in it. This suffering is then the negative of a new need. . . . At 
every stage of development the social-evolutionary learning process itself 
generates new resources, which mean new dimensions of scarcity and thus 
new historical needs.86 

Habermas develops his programme through the application of 
the general theory of social evolution to the development of 
specific societies or social formations. In particular, he focuses on 
the emergence of class societies organized around a state and on 
the possibilities of a ‘post-modern’ society. In his discussion of the 
development of class societies he draws heavily on the work of his 
associate Klaus Eder. Since this material has already been sum
marized in a recent article (and in Zur Rekonstruktion des Historis¬ 
chen Materialismus) by Habermas himself I will not repeat it 
here.86 The second focus is essentially the topic of Legitimation 
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Crisis. The key themes of this text will be elaborated in the 
remainder of the chapter. 

The analysis of late capitalism offered by Habermas is set 
within the terms of his theory of evolution. Before turning to this 
analysis it is useful to explicate briefly his concept of social crisis. 
In a brief history of the concept he suggests that the idea is often 
associated with an objective force which deprives subjects of part 
of their sovereignty; resolution of the crisis implies a liberation of 
the subject caught in it. A scientifically useful concept of crisis, 
Habermas argues, must retain this idea while grasping the connec
tion between social integration and system integration. 

We speak of social integration in relation to the systems of institutions in 
which speaking and acting subjects are socially related (vergellschaften). 
Systems are seen here as life-worlds that are symbolically structured. We 
speak of system integration with a view to the specific steering perfor
mance of a self-regulated system. Social systems are considered here from 
the point of view of their capacity to maintain their boundaries and their 
continued existence by mastering the complexity of an inconstant en
vironment. Both paradigms, life-world and system, are important.87 

The notion of crisis implies, when used with respect to social sy
stems, a change in the identity of the system itself. The question is, 
how do we know when a society has changed its identity? 

The identity of a society can, Habermas thinks, be regarded 
from two points of view. From the perspective of a systems theore
tic approach, identity change involves alterations of structures 
essential to the stability and maintenance of a particular social 
configuration, for example the wage–capital structure in capital
ism. The difficulty for systems theorists is that they must be able to 
distinguish which are in fact the essential structures of a given 
society. Obviously, not all changes of structural elements endanger 
the system’s identity. From a different point of view, that taken by 
action theory (or an interpretative theory), we can talk of the 
identity of a society as it is experienced and understood by the 
members of that society. Social systems appear here under the 
aspect of a ‘life-world’ which is symbolically constituted in terms of 
normative structures, values, and institutions. On the level of 
social integration, crises are felt as a threat to the social identity of 
an individual or as an impetus for an individual to actively change 
that identity. The difficulty here, of course, is that ‘a society does 
not plunge into crisis when, and only when, its members so identify 
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the situation’.88 To rely exclusively on either approach would be a 
mistake. 

If the paradigm of systems theory is reduced to that of the life 
world of action theory, the issues of systems steering and control of 
essential structures are screened out; investigations stay at the 
level of commonsense or everyday knowledge of social proce
dures. If, on the other hand, there is an attempt to reduce the 
life-world to a systems theoretic approach, we are faced with the 
danger of losing sight of the realization that social reality is consti
tuted through the meaningful interaction of social agents who, in 
the last instance, determine the tolerance levels of social condi
tions. What is needed, Habermas therefore maintains, is the integ
ration of the two approaches in a historically oriented analysis of 
social systems.89 

Using the concept of an organization principle, Habermas 
claims that it can be determined for a given social formation first, if 
and how ‘system and social integration can be functionally dif
ferentiated’; second, ‘when dangers to system integration must 
result in dangers to social integration’; and third, how problems of 
control and maintenance develop into dangers to identity, ‘that is, 
what type of crisis predominates’.90 

Given this conceptual framework we can turn to Habermas’s 
examination of capitalism in Legitimation Crisis. He first provides 
an analysis of liberal capitalism which follows Marx closely. He 
explicates the organization principle as the relationship of wage 
labour and capital. The fundamental contradiction of capitalism is 
formulated as that between social production and private appro
priation, namely social production for non-generalizable interests. 
But here, in Habermas’s view, a number of questions arise. Have 
events in the last one hundred years altered the mode in which this 
contradiction affects the dynamic of society? Has the logic of crisis 
changed (from the path of crisis growth, unstable accumulation, to 
something fundamentally different)? Does the developmental 
dynamic of advanced capitalism ward off economic crises perma
nently? If so, are there consequences for patterns of social strug
gle? Several of these questions informed Habermas’s early writings. 
However, the way he now addresses them represents a marked 
development of his earlier views. 

The model of advanced capitalism Habermas uses follows many 
well known recent studies.91 He begins by delineating three basic 
sub-systems, the economic, the political-administrative, and the 
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socio-cultural. The economic sub-system is itself understood in 
terms of three sectors: a public sector and two distinct types of 
private sector. The public sector – industries such as armaments 
and space – is oriented towards state production and consumption. 
Within the private sector, a distinction is made between a sector 
which is still oriented towards market competition and an 
oligopolistic sector which is much freer of market constraints. 
Advanced capitalism, it is claimed, is characterized by capital con
centration and the spread of oligopolistic structures. 

Habermas contends that crises specific to the current develop
ment of capitalism can arise at different points. These he lists as 
follows: 

Point of origin System crisis Identity crisis 

(Sub-systems) 
economic economic crisis 
political rationality crisis legitimation crisis 
socio-cultural motivation crisis 

His argument is that late-capitalist societies are endangered from 
at least one of four possible crisis tendencies. It is a consequence of 
the fundamental contradiction of capitalist society that, other fac
tors being equal, there is either an economic crisis because the 
‘requisite quantity’ of consumable values are not produced; or a 
rationality crisis because the ‘requisite quantity’ of rational deci
sions are not forthcoming; or a legitimation crisis because the 
‘requisite quantity’ of ‘generalized motivations’ are not generated; 
or a motivational crisis because the ‘ requis i te quantity’ of 
‘action-motivating meaning’ is not created. The expression ‘the 
requisite quantity’ refers to the extent and quality of the respective 
sub-system’s products: ‘va lue , administrative decision, legitima
tion and meaning’.92 

The reconstruction of developmental tendencies in capitalism 
are pursued in each of these dimensions of possible crisis. For each 
sphere theorems concerning the nature of crisis are discussed, 
theories which purport to explain crisis evaluated, and possible 
strategies of crisis avoidance are considered. ‘Each individual crisis 
argument, if it proves correct, is a sufficient explanation of a poss
ible case of crisis.’ But in the explanation of actual cases of crises, 
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Habermas stresses, ‘several arguments can supplement one 
another’.93 

At the moment, in Habermas’s opinion, there is no way of cog
ently deciding questions about the chances of a self-transformation 
of advanced capitalism. He does not exclude the possibility that 
economic crises can be permanently averted, although only in such 
a way that contradictory steering imperatives, which assert them
selves in the pressure of capital utilization (social production for 
non-generalizable interests), produce a series of other crisis ten
dencies. That is not to say economic crises will be avoided, but that 
there is no ‘logically necessary’ reason why the system cannot miti
gate the crisis effects as they manifest themselves in one subsys
tem. The consequences of controlling crises in one subsystem are, 
however, achieved only at the expense of displacing and trans
forming the contradictions into another. What is presented is a 
typology of crisis tendencies, a logic of their development and, 
ultimately, a postulation that the system’s identity can only be 
preserved at the cost of individual autonomy – with the coming of 
a totally administered and manipulated world. 

Two theorems of economic crises are mentioned but only the 
first is important and will be discussed here. This is the orthodox 
Marxist thesis that the crisis tendency is still determined by the law 
of value; ‘ that is, the structurally necessary asymmetry in the 
exchange of wage labour for capital’. Under these conditions ‘the 
state cannot compensate for the tendency of the falling rate of 
profit’.94 The state cannot intervene substantially in the economic 
process ‘without setting off an “investment strike”; nor can it 
avoid, in the long run, cyclical disturbances of the accumulation 
process . . . nor can it even control crisis substitutes, that is, chronic 
deficits in the public budget and inflation’.95 

Habermas has two objections to this orthodox view. The first is 
that by uncritically utilizing the conceptual strategy of value 
theory, the economic theory of crisis is deprived of a possible 
empirical test. It cannot dogmatically be assumed that the law of 
value still holds; that is, that commodities still exchange at their 
value. The increasing role of the state has, Habermas argues (as he 
did in Towards a Rational Society), altered the form of the produc
tion of surplus value. In particular, governmental support of the 
material and non-material infrastructures indirectly contributes 
to the production of surplus value by increasing the productivity of 
human labour. This is expressed in the cheapening of constant 
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capital and a rise in the rate of surplus value. An important ele
ment of this problem is whether reflexive labour, e.g. research, 
administration (much of which is non-productive in the classical 
Marxist definition), should be regarded as productive. Habermas’s 
position is that such labour does contribute to the production of 
more surplus value by altering the conditions under which surplus 
value can be appropriated; it is ‘indirectly productive’. As a result, 
he concludes: ‘the classical fundamental categories of the theory of 
value are insufficient for an analysis of governmental policy in 
education, technology, and science’. Furthermore, ‘it is an empiri
cal question whether the new form of production of surplus value 
can compensate for the tendential fall in the rate of profit, that is, 
whether it can work against economic crisis’ – a question which has 
been insufficiently explored.96 

The second argument against the continued applicability of the 
law of value has to do with what Habermas calls the ‘quasi¬ 
political nature of the wage structure’ – a wage structure deter
mined by bargaining between opposing parties. The erosion of the 
free competition of the labour market has, he contends, had an 
effect on the price of labour taken as a commodity. The theory of 
value can allow for commodities other than labour to be sold 
above their value. Labour as a commodity, however, presents spe
cial difficulties; for it is used as the unit measure against which the 
deviations of other commodities are gauged. To dogmatically take 
the average wage, as many orthodox Marxists do, as equal to the cost 
of reproduction of labour power is, in Habermas’s opinion, to 
prejudice 
at the analytical level the (no doubt) empirically substantial question of 
whether the class struggle, organized politically and through unionization, 
has perhaps had a stabilizing effect only because it has been successful in 
an economic sense and has visibly altered the rate of exploitation to the 
advantage of the best organized parts of the working class.97 

In light of these objections, Habermas holds that the nature of 
economic crisis cannot be established without more evidence con
cerning productivity and government intervention. His belief 
seems to be that this evidence will demonstrate the inadequacy of 
a purely economic analysis of crisis. For economic crisis can, in his 
opinion, be averted – but only through increased activity on the 
part of the state. This activity in turn generates its own crisis ten
dencies: ‘rationality crises’. 
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Increased state activity in the interest of avoiding economic 

crisis forces the government to shoulder an increasing share of the 
costs of socialized production.98 In addition, in order to fulfil its 
increasingly diversified roles, the state has to expand considerably 
its bureaucratic structures, thus increasing its own internal com
plexity. This growing complexity, in turn, entails an increased need 
for co-operation and more importantly, requires an ever expand
ing state budget. The state must finance itself through taxation, but 
it cannot do this in a way which will interfere with the accumula
tion process and jeopardize economic growth. These constraints 
have helped to create a situation of almost permanent inflation and 
crisis in public finances. If the state cannot develop adequate pol
icy strategies within the systematic constraints it encounters, the 
eventual result is a breakdown in policy and planning operations. 
Such a breakdown can exacerbate economic situations; it can lead 
back to an economic crisis. But rationality crises themselves can
not be analysed simply in economic terms. 

If the state is conceived of as a system on which various demands 
are made (for policy and administrative decisions and action), then 
a rationality crisis can be said to occur when ‘the administrative 
system does not succeed in reconciling and fulfilling the impera
tives received from the economic system’.99 These imperatives are 
essential to maintain steady growth and accumulation. The 
major theorem of the rationality crisis which Habermas discusses 
claims that the crisis results from the anarchistic, unplanned nature 
of commodity production being transferred onto the administra
tive system. This situation arises from the position of the state in 
the accumulation process. ‘On the one hand, the state is supposed 
to act as a collective capitalist.’ In this role, it acts to safeguard the 
accumulation process as a whole. ‘On the other hand, competing 
individual capitals cannot form or carry through a collective will as 
long as freedom of investment is not eliminated.’100 Thus par
ticularized interests of capital press for competing policy deci
sions, none of which may coincide with the general interests of the 
whole. In this situation, the state supposedly cannot initiate coher
ent and consistent planning measures and thus lapses into a 
‘rationality deficit’. But rationality crises are not, Habermas argues, 
inevitable. He has three objections to a belief that they are. 

First, in the administrative system contradictions are expressed 
as policy failures, but these lie within thresholds of tolerance which 
are hard to determine; there are no clear criteria of failure as there 
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are in the economic realm (for example unemployment, bank
ruptcy). Thus we cannot prejudge the state’s ability or inability to 
adjust to a contradictory environment. Second, the state can make 
its policy alternatives visible to its conflicting clients, thereby open
ing up a possible bargaining, compromise opportunity. Third, since 
the state can consciously formulate its objectives and alternatives, 
it is less likely to fall prey to unintended consequences. That is to 
say, the anarchy of the market cannot be directly transferred into 
the administrative system. Therefore, the possibility of avoiding a 
rationality crisis cannot be ruled out.101. 

The state’s decisions, of course, are not merely based on 
economic considerations. Whilst on the one hand, the state has the 
task of sustaining the accumulation process, on the other, it must 
also maintain a certain level of ‘mass loyalty’. In order for the 
system to function, there must be a general compliance with the 
laws, rules, etc. Although this compliance can be secured to a 
limited extent by coercion, societies claiming to operate according 
to the principles of bourgeois democracy depend more on the 
existence of a wide spread belief that the system adheres to the 
principles of equality, justice and freedom. Thus the capitalist state 
must act to support the production process and at the same time 
act, if it is to protect its image as fair and just, to conceal what it is 
doing. If mass loyalty is threatened, a tendency toward a legitima
tion crisis is established. 

As the administrative system expands in late capitalism into 
areas traditionally assigned to the private sphere, there is a pro
gressive demystification of the nature-like process of social fate. 
The state’s very intervention into the economy, education, etc., 
draws attention to issues of choice, planning and control. The 
‘hand of the state’ is more visible and intelligible than ‘the invisible 
hand’ of liberal capitalism. More and more areas of life are seen by 
the general population as politicized, as falling within its (via the 
government’s) potential control. This development, in turn, stimu
lates ever greater demands on the state. If the administrative sy
stem cannot fulfil these demands within the potentially legitimiz¬ 
able alternatives available to it, while at the same time avoiding 
economic crisis, that is, ‘if governmental crisis management fails 
. . . the penalty . . . is the withdrawal of legitimation’.102 The under
lying cause of the legitimation crisis is the contradiction between 
class interests. ‘In the final analysis, this class structure is the 
source of the legitimation deficit.’103 The state must secure the 
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loyalty of one class while systematically acting to the advantage of 
another. As the state’s activity expands and its role in controlling 
social reality becomes more transparent, there is a greater danger 
that this asymmetrical relation will be exposed. Such exposure 
would only increase the demands on the system. The state can 
ignore these demands only at the peril of further demonstrating its 
non-democratic nature. 

To this point the argument establishes only that the advanced 
capitalist state might experience legitimation problems. Is there 
any reason to expect that it will be confronted by a legitimation 
crisis? It can be maintained that since the second world war, West
ern capitalism has been able to buy its way out of its legitimation 
difficulties (through fiscal policy, the provision of services etc.). 
While demand upon the state may outstrip its ability to deliver the 
goods, thus creating a crisis, it is not necessary that this occurs. In 
order to complete his argument, therefore, and to show – as he 
seeks to – that the legitimation crisis is the central and predictable 
form of crisis confronting advanced capitalism, Habermas must 
demonstrate that needs and expectations are being produced (on 
the part of at least a section of the population) which will ‘tax the 
state’s legitimizing mechanisms beyond their capacity’. 

Habermas’s position, in essence, is that the general development 
of late capitalism, and in particular, the increasing incursion of the 
state into formerly private realms, has significantly altered the 
patterns of motivation formation. The continuation of this ten
dency will lead, he contends, to a dislocation of existing demands 
and commitments. Habermas analyses these issues under the head
ing ‘motivation crisis’. ‘I speak of a motivation crisis when the 
socio-cultural system changes in such a way that its output 
becomes dysfunctional for the state and for the system of social 
labour.’104 This crisis will result in demands that the state cannot 
meet. 

The discussion of the motivation crisis is complex. The two 
major patterns of motivation generated by the socio-cultural sys
tem in late capitalist societies are, according to Habermas, civil 
and familial-vocational privatism. Civil privatism engenders in the 
individual an interest in the output of the political system (steering 
and maintenance performances) but at a level demanding little 
participation. Familial-vocational privatism promotes a family 
orientated behavioral pattern centred on leisure and consumption, 
on the one hand, and a career interest orientated towards status 
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competition, on the other. Both patterns are necessary for the 
maintenance of the system under its present institutions. Haber¬ 
mas argues that these motivational bases are being systematically 
eroded in such a way that crisis tendencies can be discerned. This 
argument involves two theses: (1) that the traditions which pro
duce these motivations are being eroded, and (2) that the logic of 
development of normative structures prevents a functionally equi
valent replacement for the eroded structures. 

The motivational patterns of late capitalism are produced, 
Habermas suggests, by a mixture of traditional pre-capitalist ele
ments (for example the old civic ethic, religious tradition) and 
bourgeois elements (like progressive individualism and utiliarian¬ 
ism). Given this overlay of traditions, thesis (1) can itself be anal
ysed into two parts: (a) that the pre-bourgeois components of 
motivational patterns are being eroded and (b) that the core 
aspects of bourgeois ideology are likewise being undermined by 
social developments. Habermas acknowledges that these theses 
can only be offered tentatively; they are intended as aids for future 
research.105 

The process of erosion of traditional (pre-bourgeois) world 
views is argued to be an effect of the general process of rationaliza
tion. This process results in, among other things: a loss of an 
interpretation of the totality of life; and the increasing subjectiviz¬ 
ing and relativizing of morality. With regard to thesis (1) (ft), that 
the core elements of bourgeois ideology are being undermined, 
Habermas examines three phenomena: achievement ideology, 
possessive individualism, and the orientation towards exchange 
value.106 The idea of endless competitiveness and achievement 
seeking is being destroyed gradually as people lose faith in the 
market as a fair distributor of scarce values (as the state’s very 
intervention raises issues of distribution and as the increasing level 
of education provides aspirations and expectations that cannot be 
co-ordinated with occupational opportunity etc.). Possessive indi
vidualism, the belief that collective goals can only be realized by 
private individuals acting in competitive isolation, is being under
mined as the development of the state, with its contradictory func
tions, is (ever more) forced into socializing costs and goals of 
urban life. Additionally, the orientation to exchange value is 
weakening as larger segments of the population – for instance, 
welfare clients, students, the criminal and sick, the unemployable– 
no longer reproduce their lives through labour for exchange value 
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(wages), thus ‘weakening the socialization effects of the market’. 
The second thesis – that the logic of development of normative 

structures prevents a functionally equivalent replacement of 
eroded traditions – also has two parts. They are (a) that the 
remaining residues of tradition in bourgeois ideology cannot gen
erate elements to replace those of destroyed privatism; but (b) that 
the remaining structures of bourgeois ideology are still relevant for 
motivation formation. With regard to (a), Habermas looks at three 
elements of the contemporary dominant cultural formation: scient¬ 
ism, post-auratic or post-representational art, and universalistic 
morality. He contends that in each of these areas, the logic of 
development is such that the normative structures no longer pro
mote the reproduction of privatism and that they could only do so 
again at the cost of a regression in social development, that is, in 
increased authoritarianism. In each of these areas the changing 
normative structures embody tendencies towards universality and 
critique. It is these last and developing elements which undermine 
privatism and which are potentially threatening to the inequalities 
of the economic and political system. 

But the undermining of privatism does not necessitate that there 
will be a motivation crisis. If the motivations being generated by 
the emerging structures are dysfunctional for the economic and 
political systems, one way of avoiding a crisis would be to ‘uncou
ple’ (an obscure notion in Habermas’s writings) the socio-cultural 
system from the political-economic system so that the latter would 
no longer be dependent on the former.107 To complete his argu
ment Habermas must make plausible the contention that the 
uncoupling process has not occurred and that the remaining struc
tures are still relevant for some type of motivation formation. His 
claim is that evidence from studies of adolescent socialization pat
terns (from Kenniston and others) and such phenomena as the 
students’ and women’s movements indicate that a new level of 
consciousness involving a universalistic (communicative) ethic is 
emerging as a functional element in motivation formation. On this 
basis he argues that individuals will increasingly be produced 
whose motivational norms will be such as to demand a rational 
justification of social realities. If such a justification cannot be 
provided by the system’s legitimizing mechanisms, on the one 
hand, nor bought off via distribution of value on the other, a 
motivational crisis is the likely outcome – the system will not find 
sufficient motivation for its maintenance. 
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Habermas’s conclusion, then, is that, given its logic of crisis 
tendencies, organized capitalism cannot maintain its present form. 
If his argument is correct, then capitalism will either evolve into a 
kind of ‘brave new world’ or it will have to overcome its underlying 
class contradiction. To do the latter would mean the adoption of a 
new principle of organization. Such a principle would involve a 
universalistic morality embedded in a system of participatory 
democracy, providing the opportunity for discursive will-
formation. What exact institutional form the new social formation 
might take Habermas does not say; nor does he say, in any detail, 
how the new social formation might evolve. 



11 Interests, knowledge and action 

If emancipation is to remain a project for humanity, if a ‘brave new 
world’ is to be avoided, it is essential, Habermas argues, to counter 
the influence of ‘scientism’ in philosophy and other spheres of 
thought. ‘Scientism means . . . that we no longer understand sci
ence as one form of possible knowledge, but rather identify know
ledge with science.’1 Habermas’s critique of scientism focuses on 
its relation to positivism, since positivism provides scientism’s most 
sophisticated defence. Although positivism began life as a critique 
of ideology (of religion, dogma, speculative metaphysics, etc.), it 
became a central element of technocratic consciousness and a key 
aspect of modern ideology. While Habermas’s treatment of this 
issue recalls a familiar Frankfurt school theme – the critique of 
instrumental reason – his analysis is original, as is his formulation 
of the relationship between knowledge and human activity. In 
outlining his position a variety of his writings will be drawn upon, 
particularly those published in the 1960s. Knowledge and Human 
Interests, perhaps the best known of these works, explicates some 
of the key themes in this area. But other works which examine the 
relationship between knowledge, interests and action, for exam
ple, Zur Logik der Sozialwissenschaften, will also be consulted. 

Knowledge and Human Interests investigates the ‘dissolution of 
epistemology’ in the last two centuries. Since Kant, Habermas 
argues, epistemology as the critique of knowledge has been pro
gressively undermined. As a result, science can no longer be com
prehended by philosophy; science can no longer be understood as 
merely one category of knowledge. For the rise of scientism 
resulted in a radical de-emphasis of what had been the traditional 
concern of the critique of knowledge – inquiry into conditions of 
possible knowledge as well as into the meaning of knowledge as 
such. Epistemology became increasingly restricted to an examina
tion of questions internal to methodology, thereby losing sight of 
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the significance of the role of the epistemic subject (the knower) 
and of reflection by the subject on his or her activities.2 The possi
bility of philosophy taking a critical approach to knowledge dissol
ved.3 From an epistemological standpoint there could be no 
attempt to question the meaning or function of science because 
there was no source of knowledge held to be independent of sci
ence by which to criticize its results. As Habermas puts it, ‘ the 
meaning of knowledge itself becomes irrational – in the name of 
rigorous knowledge’.4 

If critical theory is to remain a possibility, it is necessary, 
Habermas contends, to understand the activity of the knowing 
subject and, in particular, the moment of reflection and of self-
understanding. In Knowledge and Human Interests he seeks to do 
this by analysing the connections between knowledge and human 
interests. On his account, knowledge must discard the illusion of 
objectivism – the idea that ‘ the world appears objectively as a 
universe of facts whose lawlike connection can be grasped descrip
tively’.5 The illusion conceals the processes in which facts are con
stituted, and thereby ‘prevents consciousness of the interlocking of 
knowledge with interests from the life-world’.6 For Habermas, it 
should be recalled, knowledge is formed in virtue of three inter
ests: ‘information that expands our power of technical control; 
interpretations that make possible the orientations of action within 
common traditions; and analyses that free consciousness from its 
dependence on hypostatized power’.7 The knowledge-constitutive, 
or knowledge-leading, interests are general interests; they are 
underlying modes through which reality is disclosed and acted 
upon. They delineate a general orientation which yields a view-
point from which reality is constituted. The basic cognitive 
strategies of the human species are determined by the conditions 
and problems governing its reproduction; that is, ‘by the socio-
cultural form of life as such’.8 It is Habermas’s contention that ‘the 
critique of knowledge is possible only as social theory’.9 

The critique of knowledge 
Kant understood science as one category of possible knowledge. 
But the framework within which he comprehended the different 
types of knowledge was problematic. His successors criticized the 
framework, focusing in particular on what he took as given: the 
transcendental conditions (categories and forms of intuition) and 
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his concept of the subject constituted within these conditions.10 

Hegel sought to supersede Kant’s project by reflection on the 
forms of knowledge that emerge in human experience. Such 
reflection aims, on Habermas’s interpretation, to reveal the 
‘dimension within which transcendental determinations them
selves take form’, that is, the process in which the conditions of 
knowledge are themselves generated.11 But although Hegel suc
cessfully revealed weaknesses in Kant’s project – weaknesses con
nected with Kant’s ahistorical conception of the epistemic subject 
and the knowing process – he failed to provide an adequate basis 
on which science and knowledge generally could be understood. In 
accord with Horkheimer and Adorno, Habermas argues – 
although for somewhat different reasons – that Hegel’s project is 
severely flawed. For in asserting philosophy itself to be the authen
tic science, it mischaracterized the relation between science and 
philosophy. Instead of understanding the empirical sciences as one 
category of possible knowledge, it dissolved their independent 
status in a philosophy of Absolute Spirit. The claim, however, that 
philosophy represents ‘universal scientific knowledge’ was not 
made good by Hegel; indeed, it was unmasked, Habermas con
tends, by ‘the actual fact of scientific progress, as bare fiction’.12 

Marx provided the ‘guide’ to appropriating Hegel’s insights 
while demythologizing them. By tracing the genesis of possible 
experience to social labour, to ‘the process of social reproduction 
of the species’, he uncovered, according to Habermas, the basis for 
comprehending the epistemic subject, the knowing process, and 
social change. But the ambiguity in Marx’s epistemological 
categories – the reduction of ‘practical activity’ to labour, of praxis 
to techne – meant that he too failed to satisfactorily ground epis¬ 
temology in social theory.13 ‘All the elements of a critique of know
ledge radicalized by Hegel’s critique of Kant are present in Marx 
and yet not combined to construct a materialist epistemology.’ 
Habermas elaborates the ambiguity in Marx’s theory of knowledge 
by reference to what he calls its Kantian and Fichtean strains. 

Kantian residues can be found in Marx’s view that humans 
have an invariant relation to nature in which they struggle to satisfy 
their needs and reproduce themselves in the realm of necessity. 
For Marx the labour process represents ‘ the perpetual natural 
necessity of human life’. The conditions of possible objects of 
experience are rooted in ‘a deep-seated structure of human action’ 
– the ‘universal structure of mediation constituted by labouring 
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subjects’. The Kantian dimension of Marx’s thought suggests that 
people are engaged in a trial-and-error encounter with nature in 
everyday life, acquiring, inquiring and learning in the realm of 
feedback-controlled action. The resultant knowledge increases the 
range of control over nature and the capacity to transform the 
world. But the instrumental relation to nature does not alter in this 
process; it is invariant, for the natural processes over which humans 
must secure control to reproduce life cannot be overturned. As 
Marx wrote in a letter to Kugelmann: ‘natural laws can absolutely 
not be abolished. What can change in different historical states is 
only the forms in which these laws take effect’.14 The historically 
changeable effect of natural laws is conditioned by the level of 
productive forces. 

While dependent on the ‘labour of the entire previous course of 
world history’, the human subject achieves its identity only 
through the comprehension of its ‘self-positing struggles’.15 The 
struggle for identity, according to Habermas, represents the Fich¬ 
tean moment of Marx’s analysis. For Marx this moment refers, of 
course, to a self-conscious positing in historical struggles, not to a 
logical relation between ego and nonego (as Fichte understood the 
elements of the self-formative process). The mechanisms for the 
achievement of self-consciousness are not those determined by the 
extension of technical control; rather, they involve a complex 
struggle for reflection and understanding. Habermas holds that the 
Fichtean moment of self-formative activity is logically irreducible 
to the Kantian dimension of human action. However, since Marx 
reduced the self-constituting act of reflection to a feedback rela
tion to the productive process, he deluded himself about the 
nature of reflection and critical activity. Although, in Habermas’s 
view, Marx retained important insights from the philosophy of 
reflection at the level of social theory, he failed to recognize its 
implications for the epistemological and methodological status of 
his own work. Natural science becomes his basic paradigm for 
knowledge; the technical interest becomes the key knowledge-
guiding interest. The sciences of humans – instead of appearing 
under the categories of knowledge for the enhancement of self-
reflection – appear under categories of knowledge for control.16 In 
the materialist synthesis Marx relegates the Fichtean moment to 
an area bounded by the Kantian, on the one hand, and Darwin’s 
theory of evolution, on the other. Marx failed to distinguished be
tween the logical status of the empirical-analytic sciences and the 
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sciences of humankind as critique. On Habermas’s account the 
elaboration of this distinction is crucial to the adequate develop
ment of a science of human beings. 

Positivism and the empirical-analytic sciences 
In Knowledge and Human Interests Habermas engages in a criti
que of positivism. Its main purpose is to retrieve ‘a dimension of 
the problem of knowledge which [positivism] had effaced’, 
namely, the dimension in which it is acknowledged that knowing 
subjects play an active role in constituting the world they know.17 

But Habermas does not offer a simply negative assessment of this 
school of thought. He recognizes that positivist philosophy had an 
initially liberating intent; its concern to provide a criterion for a 
strict separation between science and metaphysics was motivated 
by the desire to dispel all dogmas – all modes of thought that 
placed themselves beyond empirical test and relevant independent 
controls. The exclusive concern with science, and in particular, 
natural science, had, he thinks, a certain plausibility in the eight
eenth and nineteenth centuries. The results of scientific activity 
were impressive; science appeared to offer the road to salvation. 
But the preoccupation with science and, in philosophy, with an 
examination of its methodology, impaired the understanding of 
the ‘meaning’ and ‘import’ of knowledge. This tendency reinforced 
technocratic consciousness. On Habermas’s account, scientific 
knowledge, while a necessary condition, is certainly not sufficient 
for human emancipation. 

Habermas regards the critique of positivism as a necessary pro
legomenon to the re-establishment of philosophy as critique. In 
order to place positivism, both its advances and limitations, in 
perspective, it is necessary, he argues, to examine the position as it 
has developed over the last one hundred years. He takes as his task 
the reconstruction of ‘the prehistory of modern positivism’.18 He 
focuses on the thought of Comte, Mach and Peirce.19 He believes 
that by systematically examining the works of these men and by 
exploring certain questions within the philosophy of science, 
positivism can be brought to the point of transcending its own 
limitations. The discussion of Mach and Peirce is particularly 
significant; the exposition below will concentrate on Habermas’s 
interpretation of their thought. It is his contention that positivism, 
as expounded by individuals like Mach, cannot understand science 
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and scientific activity. He thinks that Peirce’s writings in the prag¬ 
matist tradition provide a more adequate conception of scientific 
inquiry and a basis for uncovering the conditions of scientific 
knowledge. 

In Comte’s writings positivism did not appear in its purest form; 
for it was interlaced with a philosophy of history which gave an 
account of the development of science in the evolution of the 
human species. Such a philosophy was held to be necessary in 
order to interpret the meaning of positive knowledge’.20 As sci
ence developed in the nineteenth century, however, it became less 
and less important to justify its status by reference to its relation to 
other things. Positivism ‘shed’ its philosophy of history and 
became increasingly scientistic. Although there is a tension in 
Mach’s work between an evolutionary perspective and an adher
ence to phenomenalism (crudely, the doctrine that phenomena – 
the immediately perceived – are the only objects of science), 
his writings on the latter were extremely influential and were often 
thought to provide a relevant epistemology for science.21 

Mach’s phenomenalism was inspired by a particular science, a 
new science, ‘energetics’.22 Following ideas from this developing 
discipline, he argued that a scientific object exists if ‘its symbol is 
the name of a set of particular perceptions’. Scientific entities are 
uncovered in ordered bundles of observations abstracted from the 
flux of immediate sense experience.23 Although this notion served 
to aid both the elimination of cherished metaphysical (unobserv¬ 
able) aspects of scientific theories, and to provide a basis for the 
unification of various sciences into a general science of sensed 
experiences, it had several other important, but unexplicated, con
sequences. Of these, the conflation of appearance and reality is 
central. 

Facts (Mach’s term) are given in sensory experience. Since sci
ence is held to merely describe and correlate these facts, it is 
objectivistic – it is assumed that it ‘adequately describes reality as 
it is’.24 But the facts which constitute the world on this view have, 
according to Habermas, an ambiguous status. On the one hand, 
they are subjective. They are given in sensory experience and 
expressed in terms of individual observation reports. On the other 
hand, they must be established as intersubjectively valid, if science 
is to be viewed as objective. The ambiguity was not resolved by 
Mach. If the objective, intersubjective aspects of the facticity of 
the world are emphasized, then positivism falls into a circle. ‘If 
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science describes facts and their relations, and if we use this criter
ion to demarcate science from metaphysics, then we need a criter
ion of facticity in order to know if a science is genuine. One way 
to avoid this demand is to ontologize facts or sensations and, with 
Mach, make them the given in experience. Subjectivism is then 
ruled out a priori.’25 But if science is distinguished principally as a 
methodological procedure for correlating assortments of facts – as 
it was by Mach – the status of the ontology is problematic. Haber
mas expresses the difficulty as follows: 
How. . . prior to all science, can the doctrine of elements [facts] make 
statements about the object domain of science as such, if we only obtain 
information about this domain through science? 26 

In order to guarantee the objectivity of science Mach was led to 
assume an objectivistic perspective and to posit an ontology of 
facts. Since these assumptions cannot be justified (except circu
larly) science itself remains ungrounded.27 

Habermas’s position implies that Mach’s philosophy generates 
difficulties which render it incapable of understanding science. The 
world of intersubjectivity and social practice remains unthemat¬ 
ized, much less accounted for. However, it is insufficient to found a 
critique of positivism merely on an examination of phenomenal
ism; not all positivist programmes are of this type. The logical 
positivists, for example, realized the inadequacies of their early 
commitment to phenomenalism. By the mid 1930s, Carnap, one of 
the leading figures of the school, accepted a physicalist position.28 

This position allowed for observation reports to be made in terms 
of physical objects and coordinates which were supposedly inter¬ 
subjectively accessible. The physicalist thesis made possible the 
doctrine of the unity of science – the possible reduction of all 
knowledge to a single conceptual framework. But while this ver
sion of positivism avoids some of the difficulties facing Mach’s 
position, it too, Habermas argues, is open to a number of objec
tions. 

In trying to establish a single framework for knowledge, positiv
ists must either presuppose as unproblematic the availability of an 
intersubjectively constituted language, or assume, as Karl-Otto 
Apel expresses it, a position of ‘methodical solipsism’. This 
amounts to ‘the tacit assumption that objective knowledge should 
be possible without intersubjective understanding by communica
tion being presupposed’.29 In either case, positivists are unable, 
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within their own terms of reference, to account for the possibility 
and nature of ordinary language and of intersubjective agreement 
in general. While adhering to the programme of a unified science, 
positivists could not, Habermas argues, recognize that there are 
methodological procedures appropriate to understanding com
municative interaction and intersubjectivity, procedures which dif
fer from those utilized to gain knowledge of objectified processes 
of nature. The import of these differing procedures arises from the 
fundamental difference, previously mentioned, between the 
interaction of a subject with an object, which can be regarded as 
another subject, and that of a subject with an object which cannot 
be so construed. In the former case, we have dialogic or com
municative interaction; in the latter case monologic or instrumen
tal activity. 

Insofar as the employment of symbols is constitutive for the behavioural 
system of instrumental action, the use of language involved is monologic. 
But the communication of investigators requires the use of language that 
is not confined to the limits of technical control over objectified natural 
processes. It arises from symbolic interaction between societal subjects 
who reciprocally know and recognize each other as unmistakable indi
viduals. This communicative action is a system of reference that cannot be 
reduced to the framework of instrumental action’.30 

In a position parallel to Habermas, Apel argues that the funda
mental shortcomings of positivism spring from a lack of reflection 
‘upon the fact that all cognition of objects presupposes under
standing as a means of intersubjective communication’.31 Science, 
he contends, is unintelligible qua human activity, if one cannot 
understand the implicit and explicit conventions and rules, or more 
generally, the communication community or language game, 
which it presupposes. On his account, even tacit conventions about 
the use of words – ‘not to mention explicit conventions about 
definitions, theoretical frameworks, or statements of facts in 
empirical science’ – imply ‘an intersubjective consensus about 
situational meanings and aims of practical life’.32 Science, in its 
adoption of procedural conventions, goes beyond the 

scientific rationality of operations on objects which could be performed in 
a repeatable way by exchangeable human subjects . . . and passes into the 
realm of a . . . pre- and meta-scientific rationality of intersubjective dis
course mediated by explication of concepts and interpretation of inten
tions.33 
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The additional dimension of rationality needed to understand sci
ence entails the presupposition of what Apel calls, under the inspi
ration of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy, the ‘a priori of com
munication’ – a dimension of communication that is both a condi
tion of the possibility of science, and the basis for the understand
ing of science as a particular mode of activity.34 

In Knowledge and Human Interests, Habermas argues that 
Peirce was one of the first philosophers to realize the need to 
systematically reflect on science and to go beyond a limited positiv¬ 
ist position in order to understand the logic of science and its 
relation to action.35 

What separates Peirce from both early and modern positivism is his 
understanding that the task of methodology is not to clarify the logical 
structure of scientific theories but the logic of the procedure with whose 
aid we obtain scientific theories.36 

While Habermas argues that Peirce, ultimately, failed to appreci
ate that the intersubjective basis of scientific beliefs cannot be 
understood within the terms of a science of objectified processes, 
he is fundamentally in agreement with the spirit of Peirce’s project 
– to uncover the connections between knowledge, inquiry and 
action, and to reveal thereby science’s foundations in human 
beings’ practical activity. 

Central to his interpretation of Peirce is the idea that science 
only systematizes and formalizes the procedures required for the 
successful completion of certain types of activity. On this account, 
the knowledge generated by the methods of natural science, or by 
the methods of all empirical-analytical sciences, is to be under
stood as the reflected form (Reflexionsform) of learning processes 
already posited within the framework of instrumental action 
(activity used for the control of the external conditions of exis
tence).37 Scientific inquiry represents a refinement of the concep
tual framework according to which reality is constituted in relation 
to purposive-rational, feedback-monitored action. 

The process of inquiry . . . (1) isolates the learning process from the life 
process. Therefore the performance of operations is reduced to selective 
feedback controls. (2) It guarantees precision and intersubjective reliabil
ity. Therefore action assumes the abstract form of experiment mediated 
by measurement procedures. (3) It systematizes the progression of know
ledge. Therefore as many universal assumptions as possible are integrated 
into theoretical connections that are as simple as possible.38 
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Empirical-analytic science is the necessary outcome of distur
bances or disruptions in routinized intercourse with nature; it aims 
to eliminate problematic situations which emerge from disap
pointed expectations. 

The theoretical connections made within this type of science 
have the form of hypothetico-deductive systems. Particular 
phenomena are conceived in terms which allow their subsumption 
under hypothetically proposed general concepts. Through the use 
of such concepts, knowledge is generated which makes possible 
the duplication of conditions and the reproducibility of results. 
Thus, empirical-analytic knowledge is predictive knowledge. 
Theories compromise hypothetico-deductive connections of propositions, 
which permit the deduction of lawlike hypotheses with empirical content. 
The latter can be interpreted as statements about the covariance of 
observable events; given a set of initial conditions, they make predictions 
possible.39 

Theory is connected to action by means of certain operations and 
activities, in particular, systematic observation, experimentation, 
and operations of measurement.40 These actions and the (mono¬ 
logic) language required to express them objectify reality under 
the conditions of a ‘restricted mode of experience’.41 Objects con
stituted as observable are at one and the same time objects whose 
behaviour can be described in causal laws and objects which are 
instrumentally manipulable. Observation or basic statements, 
therefore, ‘are not simple representations of fact in themselves’, 
but rather expressions of ‘the success or failure of operations’.42 

Facts are constituted through particular structures of experience 
and action. In the empirical-analytic sciences they are generated 
through ‘an a priori organization of our experience in the 
behavioural system of instrumental action’.43 The logical structure 
of admissible propositions and the conditions of their corrobora
tion suggest that, within this type of science, theories ‘disclose 
reality subject to the constitutive interest in the possible securing 
and expansion, through information, of feedback-monitored 
action. This is the cognitive interest in technical control’.44 There is 
a systematic relationship between the form of knowledge claims 
and the uses to which such knowledge can be put. 

In his discussion of Peirce, Habermas attempts to demonstrate 
that natural science is oriented toward the production of techni
cally useful information: although Habermas does not reduce 
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natural science to a simple or crude instrumentalism, he claims 
that it can be understood as oriented toward the production of 
knowledge which can be used for the manipulation and control of 
the environment. While not every study or inquiry in the natural 
(or behavioral) sciences need produce technically utilizable 
results, nor need have as a conscious intent the production of such 
knowledge, 

nevertheless, with the structure of propositions (restricted prognoses con
cerning observable behaviour) and with the type of conditions of valida
tion (imitation of the control of the results of action . . .) a methodical 
decision has been taken in advance on the technical utility of informa
tion. . . . Similarly the range of possible experience is prejudiced, precisely 
the range to which hypotheses refer and upon which they can founder.45 

The interest in technically useful knowledge and the rationality 
which it embodies are values implicit in science – although they are 
frequently not recognized as such. Positivists especially do not 
regard them as values which need to be defended; for they identify 
rationality with purposive rational procedures. The methods which 
positivism considers scientific and therefore rational are those 
which allow for the gathering of knowledge useful for prediction 
and feedback-control operations. Theoretical knowledge and 
questions of scientific inquiry are, as a result, made co-extensive 
with technically useful knowledge. Questions of practical reason 
are ruled out of the range of science and beyond rational investiga
tion. Practical questions become the province of the private indi
vidual and in the final analysis can be justified only by reference to 
a decision or a commitment of belief or faith. The effect on social 
consciousness, on interaction, is a conceptualization of problems 
and solutions which encourages the development of a technocratic 
rationality and mentality.46 Positivism fails, however, to grasp this; 
it is prevented by its own presuppositions from an adequate 
interpretation of its own status. 

In conclusion, therefore, it is Habermas’s claim that science 
cannot be fully comprehended merely as a formal abstract system, 
but must be understood as a product of concrete, social activity. To 
view science in this way forces us not only beyond the limits of 
positivist presuppositions, but also beyond the framework of the 
empirical-analytic sciences. For the approach of empirical-analy
tic science – its concepts, methods and theories – is an insufficient 
basis from which to understand the very element of scientific activ-
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ity that it presupposes, namely, human interaction and language. 
To grasp this domain more fully we require a different form of 
knowledge which, Habermas claims, is grounded in a different 
orientation to life. 

To the extent that actions are causally produced as the effects of 
social and natural forces beyond the knowledge and/or control of 
actors, it is possible to consider them in an objectified manner. 
Habermas, it should be noted, does not argue that it is never 
appropriate to study human subjects with the methods of a causal, 
nomological science. Rather, the claim is that a science that 
restricted itself to this procedure would – by itself – be incapable of 
understanding social reality. 

The hermeneutic sciences 
In his investigation of the hermeneutic sciences, Habermas is con
cerned to disclose their methodological framework and constitut
ing interest.47 It should be borne in mind that he is not describing 
an ontologically distinct sphere of objects. Rather he is attempting 
to delineate another viewpoint from which reality is disclosed. 
While knowledge claims of the empirical-analytic sciences ‘grasp 
reality with regard to technical control that, under specified condi
tions, is possible everywhere and at all times’, knowledge claims in 
the hermeneutic sciences, Habermas holds, ‘grasp interpretations 
of reality with regard to possible intersubjectivity of action-orienting 
mutual understanding specific to a given hermeneutic starting 
point’.48 

Individuals act within a matrix of intersubjective meanings. 
These require controlled appropriation if key aspects of behaviour 
– not the least of which are motives, purposes and beliefs about 
action – are to be understood.49 In Knowledge and Human Inter
ests Habermas focuses his analysis on Dilthey’s approach to these 
phenomena. He finds in this an important attempt to uncover the 
basis of the cultural sciences, although he also discovers a number 
of crucial limitations – limitations which lead to descripticism, 
objectivism and relativism and, consequently, to the loss of a criti
cal perspective. In Zur Logik der Sozialwissenschaften he assesses 
a number of more recent attempts to lay the foundations for an 
interpretative approach to social life including various schools of 
phenomenological, hermeneutic and linguistic analysis. He discov
ers similar limitations in these schools. The following discussion 
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will focus on Dilthey and the writings of Hans-Georg Gadamer – 
the men who, Habermas thinks, have provided the most important 
statement on hermeneutics. The other positions, which have been 
well expounded elsewhere, will only be briefly mentioned.50 

Dilthey sought to distinguish the foundations of Geisteswissen¬ 
schaften from those of the natural sciences. He contended that the 
categories of the cultural sciences had to be sufficient to under
stand humans: to analyse their consciousness as expressed and 
shaped in symbolic systems.51 The respective domains of the Geis¬ 
teswissenschaften and the natural sciences overlap only in so far as 
nature enters into social interaction; but then ‘nature’ is viewed 
from a different standpoint, as socially meaningful. While explana
tion, on Dilthey’s account, is the cognitive task of the natural 
sciences, which pursue the questions ‘why?’ and ‘how?’, the cul
tural sciences have a different cognitive goal – Verstehen (under
standing). Verstehen attempts to answer the questions: ‘What?’ 
‘What is this item of behaviour?’ ‘What is this object?’ Initially, 
Dilthey conceptualized Verstehen in terms of empathy – the re¬ 
enactment or reliving of the psychological state of one’s past self 
or of others. Through the use of this technique, he claimed, the 
historical world could be reconstructed.52 

Dilthey himself came to appreciate that his early formulation of 
Verstehen contained a number of fundamental problems. In his 
later writings he sought to address these. The following questions, 
among others, were posed: how can the idea of reliving the 
experience of another be made sense of? Can the problem of 
Verstehen be reduced to the attempt to re-experience psychologi
cal states?53 Gradually, Dilthey turned against the psychologism 
inherent in his early works. From his revised position he argued 
that the attempt to recapture a former experience was not depen
dent on having the same experience, but on our capacity to recon
struct the same intentional or symbolic object. The cultural scien
tist must recapture the meaning of social objects and of agents’ 
actions. Since these things are objective in the sense that they have 
a publicly accessible structure, it is possible to have objective 
knowledge of them. Experience does not reflect ‘fundamental 
organic states’; rather, it is formed by ‘publicly established sym
bolic structures’ – by language. In order to develop knowledge of a 
socio-cultural phenomenon, the scientist must, at least according 
to Habermas’s interpretation of Dilthey, penetrate the language 
and the social context of the object. Knowledge can only be 
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enhanced through the establishment of intersubjective under
standing.54 

But the specific meanings of experiences and actions are not 
determined merely by linguistic communication. The realm of the 
cultural sciences is more complicated than this. In Habermas’s 
view, Dilthey postulated the ‘community of life unities’ – defined 
by the process of self-formation and ego identity, on the one hand, 
and a dialogic relation between subjects who reciprocally recog
nize each other as intentional subjects sharing meanings, on the 
other – as the objective framework of the Geisteswissenschaften. 
Individual life histories are constituted in the cumulative experi
ences of individuals over time (the diachronic dimension), and in 
the intersubjectivity of communication common to different sub
jects (the synchronic dimension). The ‘community of life unities’ is 
formed in the multitude of overlapping structural connections in 
which the two dimensions merge. The cultural sciences must expli
cate these connections if the meaning of life practices is to be 
grasped.55 

Through his reading of Dilthey Habermas affirms that social 
scientists must learn the language of their subject/object – they ‘must 
learn to speak the language that they interpret’ .56 But all interpreta
tion, it is stressed, should be given the status of hypotheses; for 
they can be tested and changed in light of further information. As 
experiences, linguistic acts have a significance beyond their role as 
carriers of meaning within systems of grammatical structures. 
Since ordinary language is intertwined with practice, the meanings 
and experiences that an interpretation attempts to grasp can be 
seen as part of a ‘stream of life’.57 Linguistic analysis, therefore, 
also reveals ‘the empirical context of indirectly communicated life 
experiences’.58 If there is a manifest discrepancy between the 
posited interpretation and its object, it will be uncovered as a ‘gap’ 
between actions anticipated and the actual resultant actions. An 
interpretation fails when there is a disappointment of expectations. 

Within a given social context, a disappointment of expectations 
takes the form of a disturbance of a certain mutuality or consensus. 
Such a consensus is essential to interaction and to the integration 
of society. Habermas quotes Dilthey with approval: 
Understanding first arises in the interests of practical life. Here people are 
dependent on intercourse with one another. They must make themselves 
understandable to one another. One must know what the other wants 
Thus the elementary forms of understanding come into being.59 
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The possibility of creating and maintaining successful mutual 
interaction between two or more individuals depends on a ‘bridge
head’ of shared expectations and linguistic skills, and on the possi
bility of understanding. Without these prerequisites, the likelihood 
of severe conflict is enhanced. Thus knowledge of language and 
action – of communication structures – is directly tied to an inter
est in successful social action, in what Habermas calls humankind’s 
‘practical interest’. 

According to Habermas, however, Dilthey was ambiguous on 
the status of hermeneutics’ relation to practical activity. Rather 
than seeing it as laying down the conditions for the possibility of 
knowledge, he saw in it dangers for the scientific character of 
hermeneutics. In a bid to maintain the ideal of pure objectivity, he 
fell back into objectivism and a conception of Verstehen which 
retains traces of his early psychologism.60 

The result was a position which restricted the cultural sciences to 
a merely descriptive function. The link between ‘science’ and ‘life’, 
theory and practice, as well as between fact and value, was broken. 
A critical approach to a given object of study was ruled out. The 
categories of the cultural sciences became those of the people or 
social objects being studied. If all that is demanded is that interpre
tations of the texts (persons, cultures, or traditions) be descriptive, 
nothing can be said about the truth-content or possible deception 
(ideology) expressed by the subject. Discussion is restricted to 
questions concerning logical consistency and problematic areas of 
interpretation. 

Dilthey also claimed that the process of interpreting ‘another’ 
has no necessary effects on the self-understanding and practice of 
the interpreter. As reality is unaffected by an ‘interpretative inter
vention’, so too is the interpreter. This position depends for its 
validity on, amongst other things, the possibility of a context-free, 
neutral observer. But such a notion contradicts the central realiza
tion of contemporary hermeneutics: that ‘there is no neutral 
standpoint outside of history upon which the cultural scientist 
could base himself.61 Interpretations, people like Gadamer have 
forcefully argued, cannot escape the language, the preconceptions 
embedded in it, the background life-contexts, of their authors. The 
relation between social analysts, their language, and their 
subject-objects and the effects on all these of an interpretative 
intervention, were insufficiently explored by Dilthey. 

In his investigations of more recent attempts by, for example, 
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Alfred Schutz, Peter Winch and Harold Garfinkel, to uncover the 
nature of interpretative inquiry in the social sciences, Habermas 
argues that many of the issues which Dilthey failed to resolve 
remain unsatisfactorily dealt with. In the work of these individuals 
there is a lapse into a form of descriptivism and relativism and the 
subsequent loss of ability to assess the nature of ideological distor
tion and the truth content of tradition; an inadequate treatment of 
history – of how, for instance, meaning complexes are created and 
renewed; an ineffective treatment of the objective context of 
action as social reality is essentially derived from individual 
activities or language games; an insufficient account of the nature 
and conditions of the interpretative process.62 Clearly, a satisfac
tory treatment of these issues is crucial to Habermas’s programme 
in epistemology and methodology. The plausibility of critical social 
theory depends on an acceptable explication of the relation be
tween language, action and history. Habermas takes Gadamer’s 
work to be a particularly important step towards the resolution of 
these problems. 

Against Dilthey and others who thought that understanding fol
lows life, as a method to gain access to a subject matter, Gadamer 
conceives it as essential ‘to the original character of the being of 
human life itself.63 It is, in his view, the condition and mode of 
human intersubjectivity as such. The medium in which understand
ing itself is realized is language.64 For Gadamer language ‘is not 
just one of man’s possessions in the world; for on it depends the 
fact that man has a world at all’.65 Following Heidegger, Gadamer 
argues that ‘language speaks its own being’; it is ‘a universal 
ontological structure’.66 The truth of objects ‘comes-to-be’ in the 
activity of language. The ‘being that can be understood is lan
guage’. Language is the possibility-condition of truth.67 

Language mediates between the finite historical nature of 
humankind and the world; it is the mechanism through which 
people can come to understand themselves and their relation to 
others. The mastery of language, referred to by Gadamer as an 
‘accomplishment of life’ (Lebensvollzug), is the precondition of 
Verstehen. The problem of Verstehen, on Gadamer’s account, 
emerges after language has already been learnt. Translation pres
ents the clearest expression of what is taken as the essence of 
Verstehen: the attempt to achieve understanding in dialogue. 

Verstehen is inextricably tied to the process of interpretation. It 
involves the interpreter’s attempt to articulate in his or her own 
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language meanings constituted in another universe of discourse. 
According to Gadamer ‘interpretative understanding’ has both a 
hypothetical and circular dimension. The hermeneutician or social 
investigator makes an initial interpretation of the meaning as a 
whole of, for example, a text or social institution. With further 
reflection and research, the conjectured interpretation can be 
revised and developed.68 The process is continuously one of under
standing the parts in terms of a conjectured sense of the whole, 
and altering the latter in light of better knowledge of the former. A 
‘unity of sense’ can be achieved if, and only if, our detailed know
ledge of the parts can be integrated without being ‘pulled up short’ 
by the subject-matter.69 Interpretations can be tested in dialogue 
(between the interpreter and the interpreted). For hermeneuti¬ 
cians, Gadamer contends, there are no standards of objectivity 
which can be recognized independently of the attainment of inter-
subjective agreement by the partners in the dialogic process. The 
scientists’ interpretations must be based on understanding held in 
common with their subject-objects and expressed through the 
mutual satisfaction of expectations on both sides, that is, through 
continuing agreement on the level of both interpretation and prac
tice. 

The ideal of a neutral, detached observer is, in Gadamer’s view, 
a myth. In contradistinction to Dilthey he accepts as unavoidable 
the engagement of the scientist-interpreter in a socio-historical 
context. Each party enters the dialogue situation with a framework 
of concepts, beliefs and standards – a horizon of expectations – 
which is the product of tradition. Tradition represents an 
‘effective-historical consciousness’ constituted by a language 
community.70 Verstehen entails the mediation of traditions. 
Interpretation renders a given subject intelligible in relation to our 
present horizon of understanding. A successful interpretation, 
however, not only makes the subject comprehensible for us but 
also preserves the subject’s unique meaning. Thus, in the process 
of understanding ‘there always takes place a real fusing of hori
zons’.71 Understanding involves the interpretation of the past as 
well as, in Gadamer’s words, ‘something like the application of the 
text to be understood to the present situation of the interpreter’.72 

Verstehen is necessarily concerned with the ‘claims to truth’ of its 
subject matter; for this subject matter embodies answers to ques
tions we hold. To understand at all hermeneuticians must relate 
the text, for instance, to their situations, their lives. Application 
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‘co-determines understanding as a whole from the beginning’.73 In 
the dialogue of understanding, description and evaluaton are 
inevitably intertwined. 

The appreciation of the tradition-bound nature of understand
ing means not only that hermeneutics cannot be restricted to a 
purely descriptive role but that texts, experiences, actions, etc., 
have to be understood in their historical contexts. For once the 
historical dimension of understanding is established, it becomes 
possible to transcend the ‘surface level’ of intended meaning. Since 
tradition is the medium in which meaning is created and transmit
ted through time, the actions and expressions of a person can only 
be properly grasped within this context. As tradition lends 
significance to phenomena it becomes possible to conceive of them 
as having a meaning beyond or in conflict with that subjectively 
intended by their creators. Therefore, in an interpretative analysis 
it is necessary for the scientist-interpreter to examine whether or 
not there are discrepancies between manifest and intended mean
ing. Such discrepancies can become apparent to the analyst even in 
cases where the actor was not, or is not yet, aware of it. Gadamer 
has expressed this point forcefully. 
I maintain that the hermeneutical problem is universal and basic for all 
interhuman experience, both of history and of the present moment, pre
cisely because of the fact that meaning can be experienced even where it is 
not actually intended.74 

There are a number of important principles that follow from 
Gadamer’s work. First, tradition and its ‘foremeanings’, ‘pre
judgements’ or ‘prejudices’ are not barriers to understanding but 
integral elements of it. Second, understanding cannot escape the 
historicity of traditions. Knowledge is generated within the 
framework of traditions; the discernment of truth has a temporal 
structure. As a consequence, there can be no such thing as the 
correct or final understanding of a phenomenon. The meaning of a 
text, for example, is always open to future interpretations from 
new perspectives. Third, since we are ourselves constituted by 
history and tradition the process of understanding aspects of the 
world contributes simultaneously to our self-formation and self-
understanding. Verstehen has an irreducible practical dimension. 
Fourth, the process of self-understanding, like the process of 
understanding other things, can never be complete. ‘History does 
not belong to us, but we belong to it. The self-awareness of the 
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individual is only a flickering in the closed-circuits of historical 
life.’75 Fifth, understanding is neither an ideal of human experience 
nor a method; rather it is ‘the original form of . . . being-in-the-
world’.76 Hermeneutics is the universal principle of human 
thought. 

In an extensive exchange with Gadamer, Habermas outlined the 
degree to which he accepts these views.77 Habermas agrees that 
the process of coming-to-an-understanding is context-dependent; 
history is and remains effective in all understanding of tradition; 
social analysts are necessarily immersed in and engaged with their 
socio-historical contexts; a hermeneutical procedure is required 
when there is a breakdown of an action expectation; interpretative 
understanding has significance for self-understanding. But he 
rejects fundamental aspects of Gadamer’s characterization of 
communicative action and of the condition and limits of inter
pretative understanding. In particular, he expresses serious reser
vations about the analysis of the discrepancy between 
experienced/manifested meaning and intended meaning, and of the 
nature of tradition. Within the debate between the two men these 
points are merged into a discussion about the authority of tradi
tion. He also disagrees – while recognizing the importance of his
toricity, communication, and understanding – with Gadamer’s 
methodological conclusions. 

For Gadamer, the fact that interpretation always presupposes 
the supporting consensus of an ongoing tradition – a structure of 
forejudgements or prejudices (Vorurteilsstruktur) – means that 
there is no independent ground from which to criticize the tradi
tion. Habermas summarizes the position as follows: 

Any attempt to suggest that this (certainly contingent) consensus is false 
consciousness is meaningless since we cannot transcend the discussion in 
which we are engaged. From this Gadamer deduces the ontological prior
ity of linguistic tradition before all possible critique: at any given time we 
can thus carry on critique only of individual traditions, inasmuch as we 
ourselves belong to the comprehensive tradition-context of a language.78 

The underlying consensus must be treated as an authentic and 
legitimate domain of agreement and authority, since in 
Gadamer’s opinion there is no way to step outside it, no standard 
from which to consider it otherwise, no language available that will 
allow us to step beyond its bounds in order to see how reality 
ultimately is or should be constituted. This implies that when a 
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discrepancy is uncovered between intended and manifested mean
ing, the intended meaning must be interpreted within the given 
conceptual system of the ongoing tradition. The tradition’s support
ing consensus provides the standards from which the experienced 
meaning must be understood; for from Gadamer’s point of view, 
theoretical and practical questions only admit of truth within the 
terms of reference of tradition. 

Habermas takes issue with this position by challenging as dog
matic its uncritical acceptance of the underlying consensus of tradi
tion. For him, 

every consensus, in which the understanding of meaning terminates, 
stands fundamentally under suspicion of being pseudo-communicatively 
induced. . . . the pre judgmental structure of the understanding of meaning 
does not guarantee identification of an achieved consensus with a true one.79 

He is critical of Gadamer for failing to come to terms with what 
the Enlightenment knew, ‘that the “dialogue” which (according to 
Gadamer) we “are” is also a relationship of coercion and, for this 
very reason, no dialogue at all’.80 Gadamer fails to see the funda
mental ‘opposition between authority and reason’. Habermas 
contrasts his critical standpoint toward authority, which he consid
ers (in agreement with Weber) as legitimized force, with what he 
refers to as Gadamer’s dogmatic acceptance of the authority of 
tradition. ‘Reason in the sense of the principle of rational dis
course is the rock on which hitherto factual authorities are 
smashed rather than the rock on which they are founded.’81 

A ‘depth hermeneutics’ is needed, Habermas thinks, in order to 
grasp the history of tradition in such a way as to reveal sources of 
domination and distortion in communication. Before discussing 
directly what this amounts to, it is worth clarifying the essential 
ingredients that are missing, in his opinion, from Gadamer’s 
approach to Verstehen and the cultural sciences. By treating tradi
tion and culture as self-sufficient or absolute, Gadamer fails, he 
maintains, to conceptualize their dependency on other social pro
cesses. Habermas agrees that ‘it makes good sense to conceive of 
language as a kind of metainstitution on which all social institu
tions are dependent’. He has little difficulty with the idea that 
‘social action is constituted in ordinary language communica
tion’.82 But language can, he argues, conceal as well as reveal the 
conditions of social life: 
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[the] metainstitution of language as tradition is evidently dependent in 
turn on social processes that are not reducible to normative relationships. 
Language is also a medium for domination and social power; it serves to 
legitimate relations of organized force. In so far as the legitimations do not 
articulate the power relations whose institutionalization they make poss
ible, in so far as these relations manifest themselves in the legitimations, 
language is also ideological.83 

A systematic critique of ideology is necessary in order to com
prehend the power relations which are embodied in the com
municative process and actually constitute the authority relation in 
tradition. Tradition must be put in context by taking into account 
the boundaries and empirical conditions under which it develops 
and changes. By reducing social reality to the world of ‘intersub¬ 
jectively intended and symbolically transmitted meaning’, 
Gadamer fails to appreciate that this world is ‘part of a complex’ 
that, however symbolically mediated, is also shaped by the con
straint of material conditions – ‘by the constraint of outer nature 
that enters into procedures for technical mastery and by the con
straint of inner nature reflected in the repressive character of social 
power relations’.84 

Social action can only be fully understood, Habermas contends, 
in a framework ‘that is constituted conjointly by language, labour 
and domination’. A purely interpretative sociology cannot grasp 
this. An approach is required that, on the one hand ‘does not 
suppress the symbolic mediation of social action in favour of a 
naturalistic view of behaviour that is merely controlled by signals 
and excited by stimuli’ and, on the other, does not ‘succumb to an 
idealism of linguisticality (Sprachlichkeit) and sublimate social pro
cesses entirely to cultural tradition.’85 Tradition must be com
prehended in relation to other aspects of life; its conditions and 
functions in the social totality must be explicated so that its subjec
tively intended content and its objective meaning can be disting
uished.86 What is missing in Gadamer is a critical approach to 
tradition – a critique of ideology – and an historically orientated 
analysis of social systems which locates tradition in the social 
whole. 

The limitations of an approach based solely upon the speakers 
of natural languages can be transcended, in Habermas’s view, by 
recognizing that human life unfolds in a framework of language, 
labour and domination, and by developing theoretical and empiri
cal accounts of these domains. The theory of social evolution and 
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the theory of communicative competence are crucial stages in this 
programme. They represent an attempt to mitigate the context-
dependency of understanding by, as one commentator usefully put 
it, providing ‘a theoretically grounded and methodologically sec
ured’ account of the ‘preunderstanding that functions in any 
attempt to grasp meanings’.87 In the remainder of this chapter, and 
in the next, I will outline how these ideas and others fit with his 
conception of critical theory. 

Psychoanalysis and emancipation 

Besides the technical interest in controlling objects in the envir
onment and the practical interest in furthering mutual, intersub¬ 
jective understanding, human beings have, Habermas argues in 
Knowledge and Human Interests, a third interest, an emancipatory 
interest, in securing freedom from hypostatized forces and condi
tions of distorted communication. This interest is rooted in their 
capacity to act rationally, to self-consciously reason and to make 
decisions in light of available knowledge, rules and needs. The 
human species’ self-formative process is, potentially, a process in 
which history is made with will and consciousness. But once it is 
acknowledged that history embodies domination, repression and 
the ideological framing of action, it becomes apparent that self-
understanding is often limited by unacknowledged conditions. If 
the rational capabilities of human beings are to be released, a 
particular type of knowledge becomes necessary to guide the 
elucidation and abolition of these conditions. The form of know
ledge most appropriate for this is self-knowledge generated 
through self-reflection. 

Self-reflection brings to consciousness those determinates of a self-
formative process of cultivation and self-formation (Bildung) which 
ideologically determine a contemporary practice and conception of the 
world . . . [It] leads to insight due to the fact that what has previously been 
unconscious is made conscious in a manner rich in consequences: analytic 
insights intervene in life.88 

By bringing to consciousness the determinates of the self-
formative process, structures of distortion can be revealed, iso
lated and, under the proper, specifiable conditions, eradicated. 

The impetus to achieve self-understanding and autonomy of 
action is identified with the emancipatory interest in knowledge; it 
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is in human beings’ ability to reflect on their own development 
and, as a consequence, to act with greater consciousness and autono
my that the basis of the emancipatory interest can be uncov
ered. The interest is an interest in reason, in human beings’ capac
ity to be self-reflective and self-determining.89 

In self-reflection, knowledge for the sake of knowledge comes to coincide 
with the interest in autonomy and responsibility (Mündigkeit). For the 
pursuit of reflection knows itself as a moment of emancipation. Reason is 
at the same time subject to the interest in reason. We can say that it obeys 
an emancipatory cognitive interest, which aims at the pursuit of 
reflection.90 

The relation between knowledge and interest is of a different 
order for the emancipatory interest than it is for the other two 
interests. With the latter, the act of knowing is not immediately 
connected with the utilization of knowledge – with the satisfaction 
of the needs which gave rise to an interest in such knowledge. But 
theory and practice are intimately connected in the process of 
self-reflection. Through self-reflection, individuals can become 
aware of forces which have exerted a hitherto unacknowledged 
influence over them. Thus, the act of knowing coincides with the act 
which achieves the goal of the interest, namely emancipation from 
hypostatized forces. Furthermore, it is only through the act of 
reflection on the self-formative process of the species that human 
beings, Habermas claims, can become aware of the connection 
between knowledge and interest. The true unity of knowledge and 
interest is only achieved in the emancipatory interest. It is in 
accomplishing self-reflection that reason grasps itself as 
interested’91 

The interest in reason – the emancipatory interest – follows from 
the ‘exigencies of man’s struggle for self-preservation’. But the 
actual historical form the interest takes is conditioned by the stage of 
development of technical activity and by the conditions of symbolic 
interaction; it is dependent on the interests in possible intersubjec¬ 
tive action-orientation and in possible technical control.92 The 
emancipatory interest has a ‘derivative status’. 

Compared with the technical and practical interests in knowledge, which 
are both grounded in deeply-rooted . . . structures of action and experi
ence – i.e. the constituent elements of social systems – the emancipatory 
interest in knowledge has a derivative status. It guarantees the connection 
between theoretical knowledge and an ‘object domain’ of practical life 
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which comes into existence as a result of systematically distorted com
munication and thinly legitimized repression. The type of action and 
experience corresponding to the object domain is, therefore, also deriva
tive.93 

Habermas’s formulation of the emancipatory interest is, however, 
ambiguous (particularly in Knowledge and Human Interests). The 
basic conditions of human existence are sometimes specified as 
work, language and domination: the conditions for three cognitive 
orientations of equal standing. On other occasions, work and lan
guage alone are designated as the fundamental conditions of exis
tence.94 Domination is then conceived as a systematic distortion of 
interaction or language; and the interest in emancipation becomes 
an interest in the transcendence of such structures of communica
tion. In his more recent works Habermas appears to have adopted 
the second of these formulations (although some ambiguity 
remains). Accordingly, systematically distorted communication is 
seen as the condition of the emancipatory interest: the interest 
only develops to the extent that domination is institutionalized. 
(Whether or not the empirical conditions will exist for the realiza
tion of undistorted communication is, in Habermas’s opinion, an 
open question.)95 

The emancipatory interest is the guiding interest of the critically 
oriented sciences and of all systematic reflection, including 
philosophy.96 The goal of the critical sciences is to facilitate the 
process of methodical self-reflection and to dissolve barriers to the 
self-conscious development of life. An adequate understanding of 
all social practices, including scientific inquiry, depends ultimately 
on these sciences; for by disclosing deformations of communica
tion they attempt to restore to men and women a true awareness of 
their position in history. 

While the empirical-analytic sciences are structured to generate 
knowledge in the form of laws and theories which can account for 
regularities in ‘observable’ phenomena and the hermeneutic sci
ences are structured to allow the recovery of a particular meaning 
of an action or expression, the critical sciences, Habermas main
tains, unite an interest in nomological and interpretative know
ledge with a framework aimed at facilitating the process of self-
reflection. The model of a critical science that Habermas turns to is 
that of psychoanalysis as developed by Freud.97 Psychoanalysis is, 
he argues, ‘the only tangible example of a science incorporating 
methodical self-reflection’.98 Although Freud misunderstood the 



320 Habermas 

nature of his own discipline by frequently ascribing the status of a 
natural science to his enterprise, psychoanalysis reveals, in 
Habermas’s view, the logic of a reflective science and important 
guidelines for the construction of a critical social theory. 

Freud developed an interpretative framework for the examination 
of the self-formative process of the individual, particularly of the 
individual in need of ‘therapeutically guided self-reflection’. At 
first sight, psychoanalysis appears, according to Habermas, to be a 
process of methodical interpretation (of behaviour, dreams, etc) 
and therefore a hermeneutical science; it ‘provides theoretical 
perspectives and technical rules for the interpretation of symbolic 
structures’. However, by recognizing the presence of neurotic 
symptoms which disrupt language games at the level of speech, 
action and non-verbal expression, psychoanalysis goes beyond the 
procedures of traditional hermeneutics. By aiding the analysand to 
reconstruct his or her life history, the analyst attempts to bring to 
consciousness the latent content of symbolic expression – a portion 
of life history that has been systematically repressed. The need for 
psychoanalysis to penetrate the world of surface meanings and 
appearances and to recover unconscious wishes and motives, ‘dis
tinguishes the peculiar task of a hermeneutics that cannot be 
confined to the procedures of philology but rather unites linguistic 
analysis with the psychological investigation of causal connec
tions’.99 The methods and procedures which Freud used are called 
by Habermas ‘depth hermeneutics’.100 

In the process of depth hermeneutics, the analyst seeks to inter
pret speech and behaviour both on the level of the subject’s con
scious intentions and on the level of repressed needs and wants. 
The meaning of observed actions, symbols, etc., can only be ade
quately understood in terms of the underlying unconscious factors 
which caused the actor to act as he or she did. A correct interpreta
tion of an action or expression can be supplied only with the suc
cessful uncovering of relevant unconscious factors. Systematic 
reference must be made to experiences which are initially opaque 
to the patient. 

In the therapeutic process, however, it is not enough for the 
analyst to merely present a correct interpretation; rather 
analysands must come to accept the reconstruction of their past, as 
they relive the ‘original scenes’ which lie at the base of their dis
turbances. This re-experiencing is awakened during the course of 
the therapeutic process. Mechanisms of repression which banish 
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particular need interpretations – splitting off individual symbols 
which represent, at one level, undesired needs and wants from 
public communication – are weakened through techniques which 
induce relaxation.101 The patient is aided to relive experiences in 
such a way that the emotions involved are felt as immediately 
present and real. Freud calls this process transference. Under the 
conditions of a ‘transference neurosis’, the patient is confronted by 
the analyst with an interpretation of crucial experiences and an 
attempt is made to induce the patient to reflect upon this interpre
tation: 
the physician’s constructions can be changed into actual recollections of 
the patient only to the degree that the latter, confronted with the results of 
his action in transference . . . sees himself through the eyes of another and 
learns to reflect on his symptoms as offshoots of his own behaviour.102 

Thus, for Habermas, Freud’s psychoanalysis is concerned with 
the construction of interpretations. As in Gadamerian hermeneu¬ 
tics, ‘dialogue’ is the medium to gain access to data and test conjec
tured interpretations. But unlike the interpretations of the her¬ 
meneutic sciences, adequate interpretations in psychoanalysis can 
only be developed with, among other things, the aid of explana
tions involving causal connections. Such explanations can only be 
developed, in turn, with reference to a general theory of neurosis, 
etc., such as that provided by Freud.103 In order to see this point 
more clearly, it is useful to delineate the three levels into which 
Habermas analyses the theoretical structure of psychoanalysis.104 

The first level is that of metapsychology or metahermeneutics. 
This comprises the ‘basic categories . . . of the discipline, the con
ceptual constructions, the assumptions about the functional struc
tures of the psychic apparatus and about mechanisms for both the 
genesis of symptoms and the dissolution of pathological compul
sions’.105 On this level one finds, according to Habermas, Freud’s 
theory of neurosis – that is, an explication of ‘the connection be
tween language deformation and behavioural pathology’ – as well as 
the ego-id-superego model and the theory of instincts. ‘Meta
psychology unfolds the logic of interpretation of the analytic situa
tion of dialogue.’ Its basic categories are derived from reflection on 
the conditions of psychoanalytic knowledge; that is, on the very 
form of communication in which analyst and patient participate. 
They cannot be explicated independently of this context. Nor can 
they be assessed directly by empirical test; ‘they can be confirmed 
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or rejected only indirectly, with regard to the outcome of, so to 
speak, an entire category of processes of inquiry’.106 

The metapsychological level is to be distinguished from that of 
general interpretation. On this latter level, ‘empirically substantive 
interpretations of self-formative processes can be developed 
within the framework provided by the metapsychology’.107 The 
general interpretations are drawn from data collected from clinical 
experience and operate like theories in the empirical sciences. 
Thus a general interpretation ‘is “fixed” and, like a general theory, 
must prove itself through predictions deduced from if. In 
psychoanalysis, a general interpretation provides a systematically 
generalized narrative of the psychodynamic development of the 
child. By addressing itself to patterns of interaction between child 
and parent, development of motivational syndromes and learning 
mechanisms (for example object choice), etc., it allows individual 
case histories to be understood in terms of a series of causal con
nections; although its application must be modified, of course, in 
light of initial conditions and the particularity of the case. 

The third level involves ‘reconstructions of individual life his
tories with a therapeutic intent’.108 The actual events of the 
patient’s life are pieced together using the general interpretive 
scheme, on the one hand, and the fragmentary information 
obtained in the analytic dialogue, on the other. Each reconstructed 
individual life history can be viewed as a hypothesis generated by 
the theory. Verification, however, is not, as in the empirical-
analytic sciences, merely a matter of establishing agreement con
cerning the result of an observation in light of a prediction; nor is 
it, as in the hermeneutic sciences, simply a question of reaching a 
consensus about an interpretation. Rather, in psychoanalysis, ver
ification means acceptance by the analysand of the reconstruction 
of his or her life history – acceptance on a level of self-reflection 
such that the obstacles to memory, etc., are apprehended and 
dissolved by the patient, such that his or her neurotic symptoms 
are for all practical purposes overcome. If self-reflection is success
ful, the patient can gain a conscious understanding of his or her 
process of development.109 Thus, in the end, the ultimate crite
rion of assessment is emancipatory reflection achieved in and 
through practice: ‘only the context of the self-formative process as 
a whole has confirming and falsifying power’.110 

At this point it is useful to note briefly how Habermas conceives 
the respective roles of Verstehen and explanation in 
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psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis presents a way of understanding 
neurosis as the consequence of sequences of lawlike developments 
which act, prior to therapy, as a form of ‘second nature’. While 
understanding cannot be accomplished without explanation, the 
role of explanation is to mediate between distorted self-
understanding and a posited state of self-consciousness.111 Expla
nation, in the form of a reconstructed life history, is used both to 
understand and overcome the pressures of second nature. The 
complementary utilization of explanation and understanding is 
necessary, therefore, only while there is a gap between the patient’s 
self-understanding and his or her behaviour (as manifest, for 
instance, in neurotic symptoms).112 Once the therapy has been 
successfully concluded and the patient is well, explanation of actions 
will coincide with the patient’s own understanding and the process of 
explanation itself will become superfluous to the recovery of mean
ing. Apel sums up the use which he, in accord with Habermas, sees 
in the psychoanalytical model. 

I think that this methodological pattern of dialectically mediating com
municative understanding by causal explanation is, in fact, the model for a 
philosophical understanding of all those types of critical social science 
which have their relation to the practice of life, not in the realm of social 
engineering, but in provoking public self-reflection and in emancipation of 
men as subjects.”3 

While taking psychoanalysis as the prototype of a critical sci
ence, Habermas transposes the model to the realm of social 
analysis and political practice. The position developed in Zur 
Logik der Sozialwissenschaften and Knowledge and Human Inter
ests suggests that historical materialism can and must be reformu
lated as a critical theory of society which incorporates the insights 
of the psychoanalytic model, particularly its insights into the 
significance of self-reflection. Seen in this context, historical mater
ialism becomes a critique of ideology with a practical intent. 
According to Habermas: 

the critiques which Marx developed as a theory of society and Freud as 
metapsychology are distinguished precisely by incorporating in their con
sciousness an interest which directs knowledge, an interest in emancipa
tion going beyond the technical and the practical interest of knowledge.114 

As in psychoanalysis, so in critical theory we: 



324 Habermas 
begin with an object the nature and meaning of which is in ques

tion; 
employ ‘dialogue’, as in traditional hermeneutics, as an essential 

means of gaining data and exploring possible interpretations; 
move beyond traditional interpretative techniques, because sub

jects’ accounts of their behaviour include meanings which 
remain opaque due to distortion and repression; 

explain the opaqueness through explanations involving causal 
connections. Such explanations can only be constructed with 
reference to a general theory (itself formulated within terms 
provided by a metatheory – systematic reflections on the nature 
of the object domain under review, for instance identity forma
tion and ideology); 

test the general theory by reconstruction of individual cases (life 
histories in psychoanalysis, specific societies for critical theory) 
and examine whether or not it has the capacity to reveal and 
dissolve distortions of communication. 

Ultimate verification of the entire ‘empirical-theoretical’ enter
prise is dependent upon practice – on the eradication of barriers to 
self-reflection and the overcoming of structures which support 
such barriers. 

The methodological character of psychoanalysis provides sy
stematic insight into the levels at which critical theory must be 
developed: metatheory; general interpretation; and application of 
the general interpretation to the development of specific societies. 
These levels correspond in Habermas’s work to: his theories of 
interests and communication; ‘theoretically generalized history’, 
or as he now calls it, the theory of social evolution; and the attempt 
to reconstruct the life history of a given society in order to uncover 
and dissolve ideological formations. On this latter level the aim is 
to identify potential crisis points in the social structure and thereby 
social groups amenable to the process of enlightenment.115 

Rational reconstruction and critical self-reflection 
To summarize, it is Habermas’s view that there are three 
knowledge-constitutive interests and three categories of know
ledge. Each of the interests is expressed in a distinct methodologi
cal approach to the generation of knowledge. Each is rooted in life 
– in a complex of activities which is basic to the survival and 
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development of the species. It is only in light of these interests that 
knowledge can be comprehended. As Habermas writes: ‘as long as 
these intersets of knowledge are identified and analysed by way of 
reflection on the logic of inquiry that structures the natural and the 
human sciences, they can claim a “transcendental” status’.116 

But Habermas’s epistemology is not transcendental in the tradi
tional Kantian sense: there is no ahistorical transcendental subject 
which provides the preconditions for the constitution of possible 
experience. Rather, the subject of the constituting activity is the 
human species; the conditions of the constitution of knowledge are 
historical, material conditions. Cognitive interests are, thus, trans
cendental from the point of view of the generation of human 
knowledge, but are themselves naturalistically grounded. That is, 
the rule systems governing the cognitive activities of the species, 

have a transcendental function but arise from actual structures of human 
life: from structures of a species that reproduces its life both through 
learning processes of socially organized labour and processes of mutual 
understanding in interactions mediated in ordinary language.117 

The category ‘cognitive interest’ is neither merely transcendental 
nor simply empirical. Human knowledge can be conceived of as 
neither wholly instrumental in regard to an organism’s adaptive 
strategies toward its environment nor as ‘the act of a pure rational 
being removed from the context of life in contemplation’.118 The 
cognitive interests exemplify both human continuity with nature and 
power over nature, in the sense that nature (qua nature as 
known) is the product of the constituting activity of people. ‘Thus 
“interests” can be neither classed with those mechanisms of steer
ing animal behaviour that we can call instincts nor entirely severed 
from the objective context of a life process.’119 In recognition of 
this tension, Habermas refers to them as ‘quasi-transcendental’. 

Knowledge and Human Interests has been the object of a great 
deal of criticism. It is worth exploring now some of the issues 
raised, for they have directly influenced Habermas’s most recent 
line of inquiry.120 Among other things, Habermas has been 
accused of defending a questionable version of pragmatism. It 
should be noted, however, that despite the connections he draws 
between knowledge and interests, between knowledge and eman
cipatory practice, he rejects the view that ‘the success of . . . action 
is a sufficient criterion of the truth of propositions’.121 He acknow
ledges that ‘the basis of knowledge in interest affects the possibility 
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of knowledge as such’. But he argues in a postscript to Knowledge 
and Human Interests that the truth of a proposition ‘is not estab
lished by means of interest gratification [through ‘successful’ 
action] but only by an argumentative redemption of the truth claim 
itself.122 The difference between problems of object constitution 
and problems of truth was, nonetheless, insufficiently worked out, 
as Habermas readily admits, in Knowledge and Human Interests.123 

It is not only the context of a successful self-formative process, he 
now argues, that has confirming or falsifying power. 

The relation between reflection and emancipation also gener
ates difficulties. Habermas’s formulation frequently seems to 
entail the view that the achievement of self-consciousness is the 
total concern of the process of emancipation: that self-reflection is 
co-extensive with the struggle for freedom. This clearly question
able position has been commented upon by many of his critics. 
Karl-Otto Apel, for instance, has criticized him for conflating 
reflection and practical engagement.124 In recent writings, Haber
mas has made it quite clear that it was never his intention to 
conflate these phenomena: the practice of self-reflection, he con
tends, is a necessary but by no means sufficient condition for the 
achievement of real, material freedom.125 The interrelation be
tween self-reflection and freedom must be understood historically. 
The theory of social evolution (developed for the most part after 
Knowledge and Human Interests) seeks to go some way towards the 
specification of this interrelation. But the epistemological import 
of emancipatory reflection is not thereby clarified; for there is a 
fundamental ambiguity in the notion of ‘reflection’ itself. Trans
cendental reflection on the general conditions of knowledge and 
action is inadequately distinguished from critical self-reflection. 

In the postscript to Knowledge and Human Interests Habermas 
himself notes that: 

It occurred to me only after completing the book that the traditional use 
of the term ‘reflection’ which goes back to German Idealism, covers (and 
confuses) two things: on the one hand, it denotes the reflection upon the 
conditions of potential abilities of a knowing, speaking and acting subject 
as such; on the other hand, it denotes the reflection upon unconsciously 
produced constraints to which a determinate subject (or a determinate 
group of subjects, or a determinate species subject) succumbs in its pro
cess of self-reflection.126 

The distinction between these two modes of reflection, which 
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Habermas now calls rational reconstruction and self-reflection (or 
self-criticism) respectively, is at the heart of his most recent work. 
His goal is to develop a ‘materialistically transformed transcenden
tal philosophy’ – a rational reconstruction of universal competen
cies. Such a ‘philosophy’ would, in his view, provide an adequate 
basis for both a historically relevant critique of social life and the 
exploration of actual developmental possibilities.127 

A rational reconstruction explicates general rules of human 
competency in a given area or context, for example linguistics, or 
cognitive development. While reconstructions depend on 
reflection, this reflection is not limited to a particular subject. 

Rational reconstructions . . . deal with anonymous rule systems, which any 
subjects whatsoever can comply with in so far as they have acquired the 
corresponding competence with respect to these rules. Reconstructions 
thus do not encompass subjectivity, within the horizon of which alone the 
experience of reflection [in the sense of self-criticism] is possible.128 

Self-knowledge is enhanced by rational reconstructions in that one 
‘becomes familiar with the range of inevitable subjective condi
tions’ which both make human action possible and limit its scope. 
Such reconstructions can tell us what is entailed in a successful 
participation in a functioning rule-governed context; that is, they 
can render explicit ‘know-how’ – the intuitive knowledge we em
ploy with respect to cognition, speech and action. 

The impetus to develop a rational reconstruction of a particular 
area of competence emerges, Habermas thinks, only in the context 
of a theoretical discourse; that is, it is only when we bracket or 
suspend the imperatives of everyday action and reflect on ‘the 
conditions normally assumed in ordinary interaction’ that we can 
engage in this type of activity. But while rational reconstruction 
highlights a priori conditions for the possibility of knowledge and 
interaction, it remains, Habermas stresses, unlike its ancestors, 
empirical in so far as it explains the development and acquisition 
of empirical competencies by empirical subjects. 

Self-criticism, on the other hand, is a mode of reflection which 
‘brings to consciousness those determinants of a self-formative 
process (Bildung) which ideologically determine a contemporary 
praxis and conception of the world’.129 Thus self-criticism is the 
mode of reflection which the analysand is encouraged to engage in 
during psychoanalysis. Unlike rational reconstruction, self-
criticism is directly tied to practice in so far as it is: 
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(a) brought to bear on objects of experience whose pseudo-objectivity is 
to be revealed; 

(b) brought to bear on something particular – on the particular self-
formative process of an ego, or group, identity; 

(c) characterized by its ability to make unconscious elements conscious in 
a way which has practical consequences .30 

In a therapeutic dialogue a rational reconstruction is required in 
order to facilitate the understanding of developmental processes. 
Likewise within the context of a critical social science, the self-
criticism which becomes a critique of ideology requires a theory of 
normal communication as well as a reconstructed history which 
locates sources of ideology. As Habermas puts it: 

If critique, moving beyond the interpretative understanding of a context 
meaning, accepts as its task the explanation of a systematically distorted 
communication, then it must have the mastery of the idea of undistorted 
communication.131 

Habermas’s interest in rational reconstructions has developed, 
in part, as a result of the fruitfulness of this approach in, for exam
ple, linguistics (phonetic and syntactic theory), anthropology (the 
analysis of mythological world views), psychology (ontogenesis of 
thought and of moral consciousness). In each of these spheres, he 
believes, elementary deep structures – basic systems of rules – have 
been successfully isolated.132 There has been less success in areas 
where several such structures intermesh, for instance in the inves
tigation of processes of uttering and understanding or in the 
analysis of the conditions of systematically distorted communica
tion. But it is precisely here, Habermas argues, that attention must 
be focused: rewards from this, he clearly thinks, would be substan
tial. 

Habermas’s programme of reconstruction develops, as outlined 
in the last chapter, at the levels of both the individual and society. 
On the level of the individual, reconstructions are pursued in three 
dimensions: cognition (operations of thought, of cognitively pro
cessing reality); speech (production of well formed sentences); and 
interaction (including, the capacity for the regulation of conflict). 
On the level of society, distinctive elementary deep structures are 
analysed for productive forces (in terms of the organizational and 
technical knowledge embodied in them), and for forms of social 
integration (in terms of the various types of practical knowledge 
they incorporate). Hypotheses advanced in the ‘empirical-
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reconstructive’ process are understood as theoretical statements 
which are open to test in discourse. Reconstructions appear to 
represent a ‘pure form of knowledge’; for they are not directly 
dependent on any of the three interests.133 Unlike ‘critical self 
reflection’, which directly connects to the emancipatory interest, 
the transformed ‘transcendental reflection’ seems to break the 
links between reason, enlightenment and emancipation, in other 
words, between theory and practice. But Habermas has not given 
up the claim that such a link exists. He has, however, substantially 
altered his conception of it.134 The new conception is uncovered in 
the process of rational reconstruction itself; it is presented in the 
theory of communicative competence. 

Habermas’s emphasis on the importance of things like the 
reconstruction of fundamental competencies and the elaboration 
of a theory of social evolution, should not be taken as evidence of a 
single-minded concern with theory at the expense of all practical 
considerations. For these ‘empirical-theoretic’ tasks have, in his 
view, an immediately practical reference in so far as they serve to 
aid the diagnosis of contemporary development problems.135 

Furthermore, although the construction of a satisfactory account 
of past development is essentially an empirical and theoretical 
problem, the analysis of present circumstances has, Habermas 
stresses, an unavoidable practical-political moment. Since the 
future cannot be known, a purely theoretical attitude obviously 
cannot be taken to it. The theorist’s ‘provinciality with regard to 
the future’ underlines the creative role he or she has in the making 
of history. The analyst of the present must assume ‘ the Active 
standpoint of an evolution-theoretic explanation of a future past’ 
and explore society in terms of possibilities that are not yet real
ized. An historical and practical orientation are an inescapable 
aspect of any attempt to grasp the formative processes of society. 
Habermas’s conception of the critical standpoint one may legiti
mately take towards the social world is elaborated in the follow
ing chapter. 



12 The reformulation of the 
foundations of critical theory 

To date, some of Habermas’s most important contributions have 
been on the problem of foundations – the problem of providing a 
justified normative basis for critical theory in light of the rejection 
of the possibility of pure theoria. One of the key presuppositions of 
this work is that moral validity claims are capable of being 
grounded in a similar way to statements about ‘states of affairs’: 
that is to say, that moral, or practical, questions can be decided 
with reason.1 This position is important not only for epistemology 
and methodology but also for the discussion of legitimation. 

If a belief in legitimacy is tied to a claim to brightness’ or ‘cor
rectness’, then beyond the mere motivational (psychological) 
justification of the belief, questions concerning the rationality of 
the belief can be raised. If legitimacy is not related to such claims, 
then the only important factor is that there be a positively consti
tuted procedure in whose legality the participants (citizens) 
believe. In this case, the belief in legality is all that is required to 
legitimize. The second position leads to a decisionistic ethics 
according to which ultimate moral (and legal) principles cannot be 
rationally grounded but must be accepted purely on the basis of 
individual decision. In order to refute this view and make good his 
case for the first of the alternatives, Habermas must sustain the 
possibility of a cognitive ethics (an ethics which upholds the notion 
that moral questions admit of rational justification). 

The difficulty with non-cognitive ethics, according to Habermas, 
is that it cannot account for the binding quality of the moral 
‘ought’. In the terms of the discussion of legitimation, this means 
that such an ethics cannot provide ‘an account of the decisive 
difference between obeying concrete commands and following 
intersubjectively recognized norms’.2 For Habermas the only way 
to explain the particular qualities of intersubjectively recognized 
norms is by recourse to the notion of a consensus based on the 
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primacy of rational criticism. What is needed is recognition of the 
procedures by which rationally motivated agreement is and can be 
attained. While no procedures exist which can guarantee a lasting 
consensus, or which can supply the ‘truth’ once and for all, there 
are procedures, Habermas thinks, which generate good reasons to 
accept or reject competing knowledge claims. These are located in 
the notion of a discourse. It is Habermas’s contention that the 
presuppositions and procedures of discourse are the basis for 
establishing both the truth of statements and the correctness of 
norms. The rationality of discourse resides in ‘ the fact that the 
reciprocal behavioural expectations raised to normative status 
afford validity to a common interest ascertained without decep
tion’.3 By stipulating that the consensus arrived at must be con
straint free (if one is possible on a given issue), there is a guarantee 
that the consensus expresses the desires of all – the common interest. 
Such a consensus requires that interests be both generalizable and 
shared communicatively. 

The force of discourse rests on the principle of universalization 
(both, as is shown below, on the level of generalizability of inter
ests and of access to participation in discourse). But how can 
this principle be established in a non-decisionistic, non-circular 
way; that is, how can we justify the norm which is used to justify all 
other norms? Habermas’s solution is that this principle is embed
ded in the very nature of speech. As he argues in the theory of 
communicative competence, an analysis of ‘universal pragma
tics’ – ‘rules for using sentences in utterances’ – discloses the 
‘transcendental’ nature of all such acts and, in particular, demon
strates that ‘the expectation of discursive redemption of 
normative-validity claims is already contained in the structure of 
intersubjectivity and makes specially introduced maxims of uni
versalization superfluous’.4 The theory of communicative com
petence, the centrepiece of Habermas’s current work, needs to be 
carefully elaborated. 

The twentieth century has witnessed the transformation of the 
philosophy of consciousness into the philosophy of language. Since 
the philosophy of the later Wittgenstein in particular, it has been 
realized by many that consciousness is linguistically organized and 
is only accessible in and through language. The implications of the 
‘linguistic turn’ for a critical social theory are pursued by Haber
mas. ‘Today’, as he puts it, ‘the problem of language has replaced 
the traditional problem of consciousness; the transcendental criti-
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que of language supersedes that of consciousness.’5 After critically 
examining a number of approaches to the study of language and 
language use, Habermas attempts to set out a highly novel pro
gramme for the analysis of ‘the general presuppositions of com
municative action’, or as he sometimes calls it, ‘ the reconstruction 
of the universal conditions of possible understanding’.6 In a major 
paper entitled ‘What is universal pragmatics?’, he seeks to defend 
this programme. In a number of related essays on communication 
and truth the import of this approach is drawn out.7 

It is Habermas’s contention that conflict, competition, and 
strategic action in general, as well as other forms of social action, 
‘represent derivatives of action oriented to reaching understanding 
(verständigungsorientiert)’; they are ‘derivatives’ because they 
involve a ‘suspension’ or ‘putting out of play’ of certain of its 
dimensions (validity claims).8 Since language is the key distinguish
ing characteristic of human life, and since it cannot be fully com
prehended independently of the process of communication, 
Habermas feels it is particularly important to focus his analysis on 
explicit speech actions. Although he ignores non-verbalized 
actions and bodily expressions in his discussion of universal prag
matics, his aim is to produce (eventually) a general analysis of 
action types. The stages of inquiry seem to be first, the reconstruc
tion of the universal conditions of possible understanding through 
the investigation of ‘consensual speech’ and ‘ speech that is 
oriented toward reaching an understanding’; second, the analysis 
of derivative and deformed modes of communication, such as 
deceit, manipulation; third, the examination of other related types 
of action. Hitherto, most of Habermas’s attention has been concen
trated upon the first part of this project. 

Universal pragmatics 

Drawing upon ideas developed by, among others, Chomsky in 
linguistics and Austin and Searle in the theory of speech acts, 
Habermas argues that ‘communicative competence’ can be ration
ally reconstructed.9 He states the core idea behind this as follows: 

[Universal pragmatics] thematizes the elementary units of speech (utter
ances) in an attitude similar to that in which linguistics does the units of 
language (sentences). The goal of reconstructive language analysis [such 
as that initiated by Chomsky] is an explicit description of the rules that a 
competent speaker must master in order to form grammatical sentences 
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and to utter them in an acceptable way. . . . It is . . . assumed that com
municative competence has just as universal a core as linguistic compe
tence. A general theory of speech actions would thus describe exactly that 
fundamental system of rules that adult subjects master to the extent that 
they can fulfil the conditions for a happy employment of sentences in utter
ances, no matter to which individual language the sentences may belong 
and in which accidental contexts the utterances may be embedded.10 

Habermas is concerned, in particular, to investigate the ‘validity 
basis’ of speech; for successful communication is underpinned, in 
his view, by a rational foundation – by a series of validity claims 
that have a cognitive character. He develops the thesis that anyone 
acting communicatively ‘must raise universal validity claims and 
suppose that they can be vindicated [or redeemed: einlösen]’.11 To 
the extent that interlocutors aim at reaching an understanding, 
they raise four different types of claims (Geltungsansprüche): 
comprehensibility (Verständlichkeit), truth (Wahrheit), rightness/ 
correctness (Richtigkeit) and truthfulness/sincerity (Wahrhaftig¬ 
keit). Communicative interaction can be continued only to the 
degree to which participants credibly sustain these four types of 
validity claim: that the utterance is comprehensible or intelligible; 
that its propositional content (or its existential presupposition) is 
true; that it is legitimate and appropriate in the context and that it 
is sincerely spoken. In everyday interaction these claims are usu
ally taken for granted and naively accepted (as, for instance, in 
gossip). But the assumption is made by interacting subjects that 
they could, if the background consensus is brought into disrepute, 
vindicate their beliefs. Habermas realizes, of course, that the 
assumption of accountability is usually counterfactual. But, he 
wants to contend, the assumption nevertheless persists – it is a 
reciprocal presupposition unavoidable in speech. 

The goal of coming to an understanding is a genuine consensus. 
This involves bringing about an agreement that culminates in ‘ the 
intersubjective mutuality of reciprocal understanding, shared 
knowledge, mutual trust, and accord with one another’. . But 
understanding is an ambiguous notion; it has a maximal meaning – 
the genuine consensus referred to above – as well as a minimal 
meaning – implied when two subjects simply understand a linguis
tic expression in the same way.12 The analysis of universal pragma
tics is pursued in order to comprehend the elements and general 
conditions of understanding. 

Universal pragmatics directs attention to the ‘infrastructure of 
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speech situations in general’ (the ‘ ru les for using sentences in 
utterances’). This infrastructure can be unfolded, albeit crudely, by 
examining the ‘relations to reality’ in which every sentence is 
embedded through its being uttered. Each sentence is situated in 
relation to external reality (the world of perceived and potentially 
manipulable objects), normative reality (the realm of socially re
cognized expectations, values, rules, etc.) and inner reality (the 
arena of intentions). Through language the subject is involved in a 
process of demarcation: 

(1) from an environment that he objectifies in the . . . attitude of an 
observer; (2) from an environment that he conforms to or deviates from in 
the . . . attitude of a participant; (3) from his own subjectivity, that he 
expresses or conceals in a first person attitude; and finally (4) from the 
medium of language itself.13 

Habermas refers to these domains of reality as ‘external nature’, 
‘society’, ‘internal nature’ and ‘language’, respectively. On his 
account, these domains appear simultaneously in every speech 
action as a result of the unavoidable raising of validity claims. 

Of all the validity claims that can be attached to a sentence only 
intelligibility or comprehensibility can be ‘fulfilled immanently to 
language’ – a sentence must be grammatical, it must conform to an 
established system of recognized rules for the use of language. By 
contrast, 
the validity of the propositional content of an utterance depends . . . on 
whether the proposition stated represents a fact (or whether the existential 
presuppositions of a mentioned propositional content hold); the validity 
of an intention expressed depends on whether it corresponds to what is 
actually intended by the speaker; and the validity of the utterance per
formed depends on whether this action conforms to a recognized norma
tive background.14 

The expression of communicative competence is not dependent on 
particular epistemic presuppositions and concepts, but rather upon 
the extent to which a speaker causes ‘sentences in general to be 
engaged in the universal pragmatic functions of representation, 
expression and legitimate interpersonal relations’. 

The universal pragmatic functions of ‘representation, expression 
and legitimate interpersonal relations’ have already been the sub
ject of research, although not all have benefited from the same 
degree of attention. The study of the conditions that have to be 
met for the representation of experiences and facts – the examina-
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tion of the logic of the use of predicates and expressions that 
identify objects – has been a long-standing interest of analytic 
philosophy.15 By comparison, the study of the expressive function 
of utterances is underdeveloped. A particular need exists, Haber¬ 
mas stresses, for theoretical work in this area.16 For a theory of 
communicative competence, however, the investigation of the 
third dimension of utterances – the establishment of interpersonal 
relations – is particularly important; it is this that is at the centre of 
Habermas’s most recent concerns. In the investigation of the 
‘interactive’ function of language, speech act theory provides vital 
clues. 

A speech act is the employment of a sentence in an utterance 
under certain conditions. Speech act theory is directed to under
standing the performative status of linguistic utterances – the way 
in which ‘we do things in saying something’. The sense in which 
one can utter sentences in speech acts – do things in saying – was 
analysed by Austin as the ‘illocutionary force’ of speech actions. 
This notion attempts to grasp the way in which ‘every utterance 
must, at least implicitly, establish and bring to expression a certain 
relation between the speaker and his counterpart’. Habermas 
seeks to distinguish two communicative levels on which speaker 
and hearer must, if they want to communicate their intentions and 
needs, come to an understanding: 

(a) the level of intersubjectivity on which speaker and hearer, through 
illocutionary acts, establish the relations that permit them to come to 
an understanding with one another, and 

(b) the level of propositional content which is communicated.17 

Participants in dialogue have to combine ‘communication of a con
tent with communication about the role in which the communi
cated content is used’. The propositional content, p, can be express
ed in a variety of different ways, for example in assertions, prom
ises and commands. The proposition, ‘he is in the car’, can be 
articulated as an assertion: ‘he is in the car’; as a promise: ‘I 
promise that he is in the car’; and in many other forms. If there is 
to be communication through an utterance its content must be 
understood ‘as something’ and the sense in which the propositional 
content is employed must be established. The ‘double structure’ 
and ‘inherent reflexivity’ of ordinary language communication are 
two of its most important features. 



336 Habermas 

While the details of Habermas’s position need not be elaborated 
here, it is important to grasp the questions which underlie his 
concern with the ‘double structure’ of speech: What is the source of 
the illocutionary force of an utterance? In what does this force 
consist? How does the speaker influence the hearer to take up an 
interpersonal relation with him? What is the basis of a speech act’s 
‘generative power’?18 He seeks to address these problems with 
special reference to a particular class of speech acts: ‘proposition¬ 
ally differentiated and institutionally unbound speech actions’. 
These are speech acts that do not presuppose specific institutions 
(or sets of institutions) where quite explicit rules and norms 
determine the conditions of speech action (as in, for instance, 
betting, marrying, christening). The challenge to speech act 
theory, Habermas believes, is to work out the basis of ‘institution
ally unbound’ speech actions. 

Austin and Searle sought to examine ‘illocutionary force’ by 
focusing on the conditions of the success or failure of speech acts. 
By the ‘success’ of a speech act Habermas understands a situation 
in which the hearer not only grasps ‘the meaning of the sentence 
uttered but actually enters into the relationship intended by the 
speaker’. While Austin’s work on this issue is most often restricted 
to institutionally bound speech acts (cases of explicit rule or norm 
violation), Searle’s deals more directly with those types of speech 
act which most concern Habermas. Searle points to four types of 
condition that have to be met by ‘unbound’ speech acts: ‘proposi¬ 
tional rules’; ‘preparatory rules’ (which specify the ‘generalized or 
restricted contexts for possible types of speech action’); ‘essential 
rules’ (which require that the utterance offered ‘counts as’ an offer 
of a certain kind); and ‘sincerity rules’ (which demand a discern¬ 
able readiness to enter into a specific kind of interpersonal 
bond).19 The relationship which the speaker enters into with an 
illocutionary act means, on this account, 

a guarantee that, in consequence of his utterance, he will fulfil certain 
conditions – for example, regard a question as settled when a satisfactory 
answer is given; drop an assertion when it proves to be false; follow his 
own advice when he finds himself in the same situation as the hearer . . . 
and so on. Thus the illocutionary force of an acceptable speech act consists 
in the fact that it can move a hearer to rely on the speech-act-typical com
mitments of the speaker.20 
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As a result ‘of the binding force of established norms which 
constitute the background and medium of institutionally bound 
speech acts, a particular pattern of relations is created. Institution
ally unbound speech acts cannot draw their force from such nor
mative contexts. The creation of a pattern of interaction under 
these conditions appears to depend on the speaker’s power of 
suggestion and capacity to move and influence the hearer, on the 
one hand, and the hearer’s willingness to make assumptions about 
the seriousness of the speaker’s engagement, on the other. It is 
Habermas’s contention, however, that the illocutionary force in the 
‘unbound situation’ can be fully comprehended only if ‘we take 
into consideration sequences of speech actions that are connected 
with one another on the basis of a reciprocal recognition of validity 
claims’.21 The basis on which the hearers are ‘moved’ to enter into 
specific relations is not simply dependent on the apparent sincerity 
of the speaker. 

With their illocutionary acts, speaker and hearer raise validity claims and 
demand they be recognized. But this recognition need not follow irration
ally, since the validity claims have a cognitive character and can be 
checked. I would like therefore to defend the following thesis: In the final 
analysis, the speaker can illocutionarily influence the hearer and vice verse, 
because speech-act-typical commitments are connected with cognitively 
testable validity claims, that is, because the reciprocal bonds have a 
rational basis. The engaged speaker normally connects the specific sense 
in which he would like to take up an interpersonal relationship with a 
thematically stressed validity claim, and thereby chooses a specific mode 
of communication.22 

In sequences of speech acts the content of the engagement is 
determined by specific reference to, and emphasis upon, universal 
validity claims. Each act carries specific meaning; but it puts for
ward general claims.23 Thus, speech-act-typical commitments are 
linked to (implicit and sometimes explicit) obligations to provide 
grounds or justifications. Consequently, the hearer can be ‘ration
ally motivated’ to accept the content of the speaker’s engagement. 
Habermas elucidates this by reference to the three modes of com
munication – the cognitive, interactive and expressive. He does not 
claim that every speech action can be unambiguously classified 
under these headings; rather, his view is that ‘every competent 
speaker has in principle the possibility of unequivocally selecting 
one mode, because with every speech act he must raise [given that 
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comprehensibility is already fulfilled] three universal validity 
claims, so that he can single out one of them to thematize as a 
component of speech’.24 The relationship between different types 
of language use and validity claims is set out in the table below. 

Language use and validity claims 

Types of speech 
action 

Implied validity 
claim 
Theme 

Speech-act-
immanent 
obligation to 
provide 

Mode of communication 
cognitive interactive 

constantives 
(e.g. assertions, 
descriptions, 
explanations) 
truth 

propositional 
content 
grounds 

regulatives (e.g. 
commands, 
advice, 
recommendations) 
Tightness, 
appropriateness 
interpersonal 
relation 
justifications 

expressive 

avowals (e.g. 
revelation, 
admission, 
deception) 
sincerity, 
truthfulness 
speakers’ 
intention 
confirmations 

Every speech-act-immanent obligation can ‘be made good at two 
levels, namely immediately, in the context of utterance – whether 
through recourse to experiential certainty, through indicating a 
corresponding normative background, or through affirmation of 
what is evident to oneself – and mediately, in discourse or in the 
succession of consistent actions’. The mediate satisfaction of valid
ity claims is different for each mode of communication. In the 
cognitive use of language, if an initial statement is found uncon
vincing, the truth claim can be tested in a theoretical discourse. In 
the interactive use of language, if the lightness of an utterance is 
doubted, it can become the subject of a practical discourse. In the 
expressive use of language, if the truthfulness or sincerity of an 
utterance is questioned, it can be checked against future action. 

But no matter what emphasis is placed in speech on these 
respective claims, the possibility is given of examining every utter
ance to find out whether it is true or untrue, justified or unjustified, 
truthful or untruthful, because, as Habermas puts it, ‘in speech . . . 
grammatical sentences are embedded in relations to reality in such 
a way that in an acceptable speech action segments of external 
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nature, society, and internal nature always come into appearance 
together’.25 

Theoretical and practical discourse 

Behind all smoothly functioning communication is a background 
consensus based on the mutual recognition by all interlocutors of 
validity claims. It is assumed that all participating subjects could, if 
the background consensus is brought into disrepute, justify their 
views and attitudes. What is the status of this assumption? 

It is obvious, Habermas holds, that ‘institutionalized actions do 
not as a rule fit this model of pure communication’. But, he goes on 
to argue, we cannot avoid ‘counterfactually proceeding as if the 
model were really the case – on this unavoidable fiction rests the 
humanity of intercourse among men’ .26 The supposition of accoun
tability is a necessary feature of ordinary language communica
tion; without it the nature of ordinary language could not be com
prehended. That this supposition persists as an expectation, 
despite its counterfactual status, gives rise to a crucial question, a 
question which must be answered if the argument is to be 
advanced – how is this counterfactual stabilized? Habermas’s posi
tion is that 

this can be achieved only through legitimation of the ruling systems of 
norms and through the anchoring of the belief in legitimacy in systematic 
barriers to will-forming communication. The claim that our norms can be 
grounded is redeemed through legitimizing world-views. The validity of 
these world-views is in turn secured in a communication structure which 
excludes discursive will-formation . . . the barriers to communication 
which make a fiction precisely of the reciprocal imputation of accountabil
ity, support at the same time the belief in legitimacy that sustains the 
fiction and prevents its being found out. That is the paradoxical achieve
ment of ideologies, whose individual prototype is the neurotic distur
bance.27 

A theory of systematically distorted communication is required to 
explain the actual pattern of communication. But before discussing 
the elements of such a theory a number of further issues have to be 
addressed: How can we distinguish a true from a false consensus? 
How can we exempt discourse itself – the arena in which know
ledge claims are tested – from distortion? What are the criteria for 
distinguishing non-distorted from distorted communication? 

The ‘immanent obligations’ of speech remain unfulfilled so long 
as people unreflectively adopt a ‘frame of meaning’. But should 
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one (or more) of the validity claims be challenged, as frequently 
occurs, communicative interaction can continue only if the claim is 
redeemed. (If it is not, there is always, of course, recourse to other 
types of action, for example struggle and conflict.) Each claim 
requires, Habermas argues, a different mode of redemption to 
restore consensual interaction. Of the four types of validity claim, 
two – Wahrheit and Richtigkeit – require specific forms of discursive 
justification. Verständlichkeit, as the basic condition of all ordinary 
language communication, is either factually redeemed/negotiated 
or it is not, while Wahrhaftigkeit depends for its redemption on an 
assessment of actual behaviour – the demonstration of ‘good 
intent’. The validity of questioned and problematic truth claims or 
norms can be redeemed only through argumentation in, respec
tively, a ‘theoretical-empirical’ and ‘practical’ discourse.28 

In discourse our relation to action is transformed. As opposed 
to other forms of communicative interaction this speech situation 
depends, Habermas maintains, upon the ‘suspension of the con
straints of action’. There is only one form of compulsion permiss
ible – ‘the force of the better arguement’. There is only one 
acceptable motive – ‘the co-operative search for truth’.29 By draw-
ing a distinction between the conditions and problems of the con
stitution of reality, on the one hand, and the redemption of truth 
claims about reality, on the other, Habermas seeks to clarify this 
bold (and seemingly unrealistic) view of the discursive process. It 
is his intention to demonstrate that the a priori of experience 
(which lays down the objects and structure of possible action-
related experience) is independent of the a priori of argumenta
tive reasoning (which lays down the conditions of possible dis
course). The theory of cognitive interests specifies the a priori of 
experience – the structure of a given object domain. The theory of 
communication (which connects directly, as is shown below, to a 
theory of truth) specifies the a priori of argumentative reasoning – 
the conditions of discourse. These theories together combine to 
define ‘the limits of theories which are built up from accumulated 
evidence’. Theories can only, on Habermas’s account, ‘be con
structed, and progressively reconstructed, in the context of condi
tions pertaining to the nature of argumentation and within the 
limits of prior objectivation of experienceable occurrences’.30 

In everyday interaction statements are generated about the 
objects of experience. These statements imply truth claims. 
Experiences support these claims; but the truth of opinions and 
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norms can be redeemed only through argumentation. ‘A claim 
founded in experience is’, Habermas contends, ‘by no means a 
grounded claim.’31 The grounding of claims ‘has nothing to do with 
the relation between individual sentences and reality, but above all 
with the coherence between sentences within systems of speech.’32 

For when statements about objects of possible action-related 
experience are found to be in need of corroboration they break 
their connections with practical life in one fundamental respect: 
‘their truth claims, which in practical life are simply presupposed, 
are now suspended and tested’.33 Statements in need of assessment 
become sentences in a discourse. In discourse facts can be estab
lished. Following Strawson, Habermas argues that facts do not 
correspond to things and happenings. Facts ‘are what statements 
(when true) state’.34 They are not ‘constituted since they are not 
entities in the world but correlates of propositions on the level of 
argumentative reasoning’.35 When a statement becomes part of a 
discourse it ‘focuses on a state of affairs, trying to make explicit 
and to question a truth claim’. In so doing it presupposes, of 
course, identifiable objects: statements need not be simply about 
linguistic phenomena. But we cannot ‘break out’, as the corres
pondence theory of truth attempts, ‘of the sphere of language’.36 In 
asserting a state of affairs, ‘I precisely do not assert an experi
ence. . . . I can only draw upon structurally analogous experiences 
as data in an attempt to ground the truth claim embodied in my 
statement.’37 In asserting what is the case the claim is made that 
the asserted statements are true. ‘Truth belongs categorically to the 
world of thoughts (in Frege’s sense) and not to that of percep
tion.’38 The meaning of ‘facts’ and ‘states of affairs’, therefore, 
cannot be established without reference to the process whereby 
the truth claims of statements are tested.39 In order to uncover the 
meaning of truth implied in the ‘pragmatics of assertions’, an 
analysis of the argumentative corroboration of validity claims, of 
the logic of discourse, is required.40 

The analysis of discourse is dependent on an explication of the 
notion of ‘providing rational grounds’ or ‘rational motivation’ for 
the acceptance, suspension, or rejection of a validity claim. This is 
done in terms of ‘the formal (not in the sense of syntactical or 
semantical sense, but in the pragmatic sense) properties of 
argumentation’. Habermas distinguishes a number of levels of 
argument for the two arenas of discourse, which are outlined in the 
table on page 342.41 
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Theoretical-empirical Practical 
discourse discourse 

Conclusions 

Controversial 
validity claim 

Demanded from 
opponent 

Data 

Warrant 

Backing 

statements 

truth 

explanations 

causes (of events) 
motives (of behaviour) 

empirical uniformities, 
hypothetical laws, etc. 

observations, results of 
surveys, factual accounts, 
etc. 

precepts/evaluations 

correctness/propriety 

justifications 

grounds 

behavioural/evaluative 
norms or principles 

interpretations of needs 
(values), inferences, 
secondary implications, etc. 

Drawing on the work of Stephen Toulmin, he argues that state
ments or evaluative judgements can only be grounded as elements 
of a hierarchy of concepts and considerations; that is, as elements 
embedded in a structure of argument. This hierarchy can be anal
ysed in terms of: the conclusion that is to be grounded (particular 
statements in theoretical discourse, commands or evaluations in 
practical discourse); the data that is submitted as pertinent 
(causes, grounds); the warrant which establishes the link between 
data and conclusions (general laws, moral principles), and the 
backing which makes this link plausible (observation reports, con
siderations of secondary implications of following a particular 
norm).42 The form of a theoretical-empirical discourse is illus
trated by Habermas with an example adapted from Toulmin. 

The assertion, ‘Harry is a British subject’ (conclusion), can be explained 
by the identification of a cause: ‘Harry was born in Bermuda’ (data). This 
explanation is reached through the deductive application of a generaliza
tion: ‘ A man born in Bermuda will generally be a British subject’ (war
rant). The plausibility of this generalization is justified . . . ‘on account of 
the following statutes and other legal provisions’ (backing).43 

Practical discourse, as should be clear from the table above, has a 
parallel structure. 

In order to ensure that the process of argumentation is affected 
by nothing other than ‘the force of the better argument’, Haber-
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mas argues that the conditions of discourse must make possible a 
progressive ‘radicalization of argument’. There must be freedom 
to move to increasing levels of reflection. The levels involved can 
be depicted as follows:44 

Steps in 
radicalization Theoretical discourse Practical discourse 

acts statements commands/prohibitions 
grounding theoretical explanations theoretical justifications 
substantive 
language-criticism  metatheoretical metaethical/metapolitical 

transformation of language 
and conceptual systems 

self-reflection critique of formation of 
knowledge rational critical will 

In theoretical discourse there must be freedom to enter a dis
course; check questioned claims; evaluate explanations; modify a 
given conceptual framework; and reflect on the nature of know
ledge as such. In practical discourse it must be possible to let 
commands or prohibitions enter discourse when they can no 
longer be taken for granted; assess justifications; alter conceptions 
of norms, etc.; and reflect on the nature of political will. 

A validity claim can only be adequately redeemed if it is possible 
to enter freely into discourse and move between its different 
levels. A consensus reached in this situation is a grounded 
(justified) consensus. The conditions of this situation – the condi
tions of discourse free of constraint or systematically distorted 
communication – can be specified formally, Habermas maintains, 
in terms of the pragmatic structure of communication itself; that is, 
it can be formalized in the concept of an ideal speech situation. The 
condition for a grounded consensus is a situation in which there is 
mutual understanding between participants, equal chances to 
select and employ speech acts, recognition of the legitimacy of 
each to participate in the dialogue as ‘an autonomous and equal 
partner’ and where the resulting consensus is due simply ‘to the 
force of the better argument’. In other words, the conditions of the 
ideal speech situation must ensure equal opportunity for discus-
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sion, free from all domination, whether arising from conscious 
strategic behaviour and/or systematically distorted communication 
(internal and/or external constraints). A consensus attained in this 
situation, referred to by Habermas as a ‘rational consensus’, is the 
ultimate criterion of the truth of a statement or the correctness of 
norms. The criterion is ‘not the fact that some consensus has been 
reached; but rather that at all times and all places, if only we enter 
a discourse, a consensus can be arrived at under conditions which 
show the consensus to be grounded’ .45 

The conditions of the ideal speech situation represent, Haber
mas recognizes, an ideal. But this does not of itself undermine its 
significance. For, as he explains it, 

the ideal speech situation is neither an empirical phenomenon nor simply 
a construct, but a reciprocal supposition unavoidable in discourse. This 
supposition can, but need not be, counterfactual; but even when counter-
factual it is a fiction which is operatively effective in communication. I 
would therefore prefer to speak of an anticipation of an ideal speech 
situation. . . . This alone is the warrant which permits us to join to an 
actually attained consensus the claim of a rational consensus. At the same 
time it is a critical standard against which every actually realized consen
sus can be called into question and tested.46 

The conclusion of Habermas’s analysis of discourse is that it rests 
on a normative foundation. In systematic argument we assume the 
reality of an ideal speech situation; it is ‘anticipated, but as antici
pated . . . also effective’.47 Without such an anticipation, Haber
mas contends, we would not and could not enter discourse. In 
attempting to ‘rationally motivate’ and justify a line of argumenta
tive reasoning we must, he insists, presuppose that the outcome of 
the debate will rest simply on the force of the better argument, and 
not on accidental or systematic constraints. If the assumption was 
not made, then the very meaning of discourse would be radically 
changed. Each time we pursue a theoretical or practical argument 
with the intention of reaching a rational agreement, we presuppose 
an ideal speech situation: we assume its reality. It is constitutive of 
the meaning of discourse. The ‘anticipated situation’, however, is 
rarely, if ever, approximated in actual speech situations. But 
despite this the ideal can serve as a standard for the critique of 
systematically distorted communication and as a guide for the in
stitutionalization of discourse: where it is clearly violated doubt 
can be cast on the genuineness of the consensus and the legitimacy 
of all that is derived from it. Whether or not the empirical condi
tions can be practically created for the realization of this ideal of 
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reason and life is a separate question and it is not one, in Haber¬ 
mas’s opinion, that ‘admits of an a priori answer. The fundamental 
norms of rational speech which are built into universal pragmatics 
contain . . . a practical hypothesis’.48 

In his work on ontogenesis and phylogenesis, Habermas is 
exploring, as is indicated in Chapter 10, the changing nature of 
theoretical and practical reason over time. By examining the major 
stages of individual development and social evolution, he hopes to 
show that at both levels there is a growing capacity to master 
theoretical and practical discourse. But the attempt to realize the 
conditions of an ideal speech situation can be imagined by Haber
mas only as a ‘self-controlled learning process’.49 There is no set of 
institutions which can be specified as the only legitimate basis of 
social organization. What type of institutions prevails depends on a 
multiplicity of social and political conditions. The concern motivat
ing Habermas’s analysis is less to discover the correct forms of 
social organization (for example direct democracy), but rather to 
find concrete arrangements which would ‘ground the presumption 
that the basic institutions of . . . society and the political decisions 
would meet with the unforced agreement of all those involved, if 
they could participate, as free and equal, in discursive will-
formation ‘.50 

In summary, therefore, it is Habermas’s view that the analysis of 
speech shows it is oriented to the idea of understanding, to the idea 
of a genuine consensus – which is rarely realized; the analysis of 
the consensus shows it to be based on four types of validity claim; 
the analysis of validity claims shows that they can only be estab
lished by, among other things, discourse; the analysis of discourse 
ties it to the idea of a situation in which agreement is reached 
simply on the basis of ‘ the better argument’ – an ideal speech 
situation; the analysis of the ideal speech situation shows it to 
involve assumptions about the institutional context of interac
tion.51 The end point of this argument is that the structure of 
speech is held to involve ‘the anticipation of a form of life in which 
truth, freedom and justice are possible’. Critical theory is, there
fore, grounded on a normative standard that is not arbitrary, but 
‘inherent in the very structure of social action and language’. With 
this reconceptualization of the basis of critique Habermas seeks to 
defend the claim that truth and virtue, facts and values, and theory 
and practice are inseparable. For ‘the truth of statements is linked 
in the last analysis to the intention of the good and true life’.52 

The argument for the ‘unity of argumentation’ must not be 
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conflated with arguments for the unity of scientific theories. ‘The 
unity of reasoning’, Habermas states in the postscript to Know
ledge and Human Interests, ‘is compatible with a differential 
meaning-constitution of the object domains.53 There is, however, a 
certain unity between the a priori of experience and the a priori of 
argumentative reasoning, between action, experience and dis
course. This unity is maintained by the knowledge-constitutive 
interests themselves. ‘They preserve the latent nexus between action 
and theoretical knowledge. They are responsible for the transfor
mation of opinions into theorems and for the retransformation of 
theorems into action-oriented knowledge.’54 

Critique and practical action 

As a consequence of the positions outlined above, the critique of 
ideology can take as a framework, Habermas argues, ‘a model of 
the suppression of generalizable interests’.55 The critique would 
involve a comparison of the existing, historical normative struc
tures of a society with those which hypothetically would be the 
case if norms were arrived at discursively. This would allow a 
measure of the degree and nature of ideology in a given society. 

Such a counterfactually projected reconstruction . . . can be guided by the 
question [justified, in Habermas’s view, by considerations from universal 
pragmatics]: how would the members of a social system, at a given stage of 
development of productive forces, have collectively and bindingly inter
preted their needs (and which norms would they have accepted as 
justified) if they could and would have decided on the organization of 
social intercourse through discursive will-formation, with adequate know
ledge of the limiting conditions and functional imperatives of their soci
ety.56 

The fruitful employment of the model also requires certain 
assumptions from conflict theory, namely that conflict concerning 
action oriented to institutionalized norms arises only when the 
consensus governing the distribution of opportunities for satisfying 
needs breaks down; the conflict can come to consciousness only 
within the categories of the interpretative system obtaining at that 
specific historical time; at such time, action oriented to norms gives 
way to interest-oriented (strategic) action. Habermas needs two 
further assumptions for his model of a critique of ideology. One is 
the empirical assumption that the interests that actually emerge in 
conflict situations coincide sufficiently with the interests that the 
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same parties would express if they were to enter into a discourse at 
that time. The second is the methodological assumption that hid
den interests can be reconstructed even in cases where there is no 
manifested conflict, and that these interests could be brought to 
consciousness in such a way that it would lead to conflict and 
strategic action. (Marx, Habermas asserts, was working with these 
or equivalent assumptions in his theory of class conflict.) 

The above assumptions give Habermas the framework for what 
he calls the ‘advocacy model’. 

The advocacy role of the critical theory of society would consist in ascer
taining generalizable, though nevertheless suppressed, interests in a re
presentatively simulated discourse between groups which are differenti
ated (or could be non-arbitrarily differentiated) from one another by an 
articulated, or at least virtual, opposition of interests.57 

Using such indicators of potential conflict as discrepancies be
tween level of claims, and politically permitted level of satisfaction, 
or differences between legal norms and legal reality, or codified 
rules of exclusion which distinguish one political system from 
another, a result could be obtained which would indicate the 
nature of ideological repression and the level of generalizable 
interests possible at a given historical point. But the result would, 
of course, be a hypothetical one. ‘The social scientist can only 
hypothetically project this ascription of interests; indeed a direct 
confirmation of this hypothesis would be possible only in the form 
of a practical discourse among the very individuals or groups 
involved.’ Indirect confirmation is possible on the basis of observ
able conflicts ‘to the extent that the ascribed interest positions can 
be connected with predictions about conflict motivations’.58 But 
when this model is applied to an assessment of contemporary nor
mative structures and their interpretations, and reveals ideological 
elements in the de facto consensus about the existing distribution 
of scarce values, then it becomes (is) a force in the process of 
enlightenment – an advocate for a society based on democratic, 
discursive will-formation. In the final analysis, 

The theory serves primarily to enlighten its addressees about the position 
which they occupy in an antagonistic social system, and about the interests 
of which they could become conscious as objectively their own in the 
situation. Only to the extent that the organized enlightenment and counsel 
lead to the target group recognizing itself in the proferred interpretations 
does the analytically proposed interpretation become an actual conscious-
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ness, and the objectively attributed interest situation the interest situation 
of a group capable of action.59 

The question now arises, how, in light of the theory, is the 
political struggle for emancipation to be organized and carried 
out? What is Habermas’s conception of the relationship between 
theory and practice in practice? In order to answer these questions 
we need to turn back to the model of psychoanalysis as a critical 
science. For Habermas, psychoanalysis links theory with practice 
through methodically incorporating self-reflection. But how can 
the psychoanalytic model be transferred to the level of social and 
political interaction? Are there safeguards that can be applied to 
aid its application and sanctions that would help avoid its abuse? 

In political struggles, there does not seem to be any overriding 
authority that can impose sanctions. Nor does it appear that we 
can easily speak, when reflecting on conflict between classes, of the 
voluntary submission of one class to a group, party, etc., for the 
purpose of systematic enlightenment. In recognition of these prob
lems, Habermas was led to make a number of distinctions about 
the function and organization of enlightenment. Three levels are 
differentiated. The first is ‘the formation and extension of critical 
theorems, which can stand up to scientific discourse’.60 On this 
level theory is established via scientific procedures, the aim of 
which is the generation of true claims about the socio-historical 
world. The validity of these claims rests ultimately on their re¬ 
deemability in a discursively generated consensus. The second 
level is ‘the organization of processes of enlightenment’.61 This is 
the level on which the theory generated is therapeutically applied 
to eradicate the repressive structure of communication which 
blocks the capacities of individuals (or groups or classes) to locate 
themselves in history and to articulate their interests. Through the 
systematic application of the theory developed in discourse, and 
self-reflection on the part of the subject/object of investigation, the 
theorems can be tested in the only way which can lead to their 
genuine confirmation. 

The third and final level is concerned with ‘the selection of 
appropriate strategies, the solution of tactical questions, and the 
conduct of the political struggle’.62 This level must be clearly dif
ferentiated, Habermas emphasizes, from the second level. While 
the theory which is developed on the first level can be used to 
legitimize the organization of the process of enlightenment, it can-



Reformulating the foundations of critical theory 349 

not in a like manner be used to justify particular political actions. 
That is, theory cannot dictate and justify action. Theory can be 
used to create agents capable of full participation in decisions 
concerning action and it can be used to support arguments in 
favour of certain courses of action. But it cannot be used, in any 
automatic or mechanistic way, to generate strategy or to ensure 
the success of strategic action. For strategic movement contains an 
irreducible element of uncertainty and risk – an element which can 
only be fully taken account of in the context in which it arises. 
While aspects of human ‘being-in-the-world’ provide the condi
tions for the possibility of theory as well as the basis for its 
justification, theory does not provide the grounds, conditions or 
justifications, for day to day political decisions.63 

The structure of norms in advanced capitalism 
In his discussion of motivation crises Habermas explores whether 
in the complex societies of advanced capitalism norms are still 
connected to a process of justification. If it is the case that they are 
not then it can be supposed that the socio-cultural system has been 
successfully uncoupled from the political-economic system, at least 
as concerns legitimation and motivation formation. While the logic 
of development of world views, according to Habermas, does not 
indicate that practical reason must be divorced from a concern 
with justification, the steering problems of complex societies might 
create a situation in which this happens; then, ‘legitimation prob
lems per se would cease’.64 

In Legitimation Crisis, Habermas notes that there is, at the pres
ent time, a perceptible change in bourgeois consciousness along 
with an attack on the values of the bourgeois individual. This 
phenomenon can be viewed in at least two ways. It might be a 
retreat on the part of the bourgeoisie from its own values in light of 
increasing pressure to make good its ideals. Or, it might be viewed 
as the collapse of what had been a generally pervasive culture – a 
culture now dysfunctional for socialization. This latter interpreta
tion Habermas calls, in recognition of the Frankfurt school’s work, 
‘the thesis of the “end of the individual”.’65 But whether or not we 
are witnessing the destruction of the traditional individual cannot, 
in Habermas’s view, be answered at this point; there is no clear-cut 
evidence which would allow one to settle the issue.66 This very lack 
of evidence, however, throws doubt upon the claim that changes in 
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socialization are systematically destroying people’s ability to recog
nize and put forward practical claims. As Habermas points out, 
such a world has obviously not yet been realized; the process of 
destruction – if such process is taking place – can still be halted. To 
this end, he contends, an ever greater adherence to, and partiality 
for, reason and critique is required. 

Habermas seeks to give this commitment still clearer and more 
detailed expression. His writings on social evolution and crisis ten
dencies provide a framework for further studies into patterns of 
social development. His reformulation of the notion of critique 
lays a basis for the criticism of domination – a criticism which he 
intends to develop. His writings on epistemology and method pro
vide a re-examination of the links between social science and 
emancipation – links which he continues to affirm and explicate. 
Habermas’s work to date ends on a note of guarded optimism; 
while the reality of advanced capitalism is ambiguous, reason can – 
with the right support – preserve its cunning. 



Part Three 

The Importance and 
Limitations of Critical 
Theory 





13 An assessment of the Frankfurt 
school and Habermas 

The issues raised by the members of the Frankfurt school and 
Habermas are of profound importance. Their criticisms of tradi
tional approaches to philosophy, of conventional schools of social 
science and of orthodox Marxism provide a major challenge to 
writers in these areas. Horkheimer’s thought on ideology, 
Adorno’s work on reification and fetishism, Marcuse’s writings on 
labour and repressive desublimation and Habermas’s reflections 
on distorted communication recast the terms of reference of criti
que and reinforce the emancipatory intent of Marx’s enterprise. 
Although the various models of critical theory do not satisfactorily 
resolve many of the questions which they raise, nevertheless the 
way connections are established between apparently disparate 
traditions of thought and fields of inquiry, the constant attention to 
both philosophical and empirical problems, the concern with 
theory and practice – all indicate, in my opinion, that critical 
theory constitutes one of the major sources for contemporary 
social and political thought. 

A number of common, but erroneous views about critical theory 
were outlined in the Introduction.1 The work of the critical theor
ists seems especially prone to hostile and inadequate polemic. It is 
interesting to speculate as to why this is so. By criticizing and 
drawing upon a variety of seemingly quite different schools of 
thought, they break out of the protected positions often given to 
established members of a tradition. By recasting the terms of 
reference of philosophical and social inquiry they risk pleasing no 
established parties. By working with a critical intent against vari
ous forms of domination and by simultaneously refusing to specify 
‘what is to be done’, they antagonize all those who seem to require 
a hard and fast doctrine to guide their action. 

Before raising criticisms of the substantive contributions of criti
cal theory in this chapter, I would like to examine a number of 
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objections often made by those who have been strongly influenced 
by Leninism or Trotskyism and/or by Louis Althusser’s under
standing of Marxism. Of all the attacks on critical theory those 
launched from this direction have been perhaps the harshest and 
most misconceived. 

A reply to Marxist critics 

In a number of short works Perry Anderson and Goran Therborn, 
for example, have sought to provide a ‘balance sheet’ of critical 
theory’s achievements and limitations.2 Despite the occasional 
generous comment Anderson and Therborn are unequivocal in 
their assessment: not only do the limitations of critical theory far 
outweigh the achievements, but to remain within the ‘problematic’ 
of critical theory is to risk intellectual paralysis and a failure to 
produce a genuine reconciliation of theory and practice, Marxism 
and revolutionary politics.3 Summing up the position of the Frank
furt school (and all those whom he calls ‘Western Marxists’) 
Anderson writes: ‘method as impotence; art as consolation, pes
simism as quiescence’.4 Therborn expresses his views of the Frank
furt school thus: ‘there is an underlying structure . . . which 
involves a double reduction of science and politics to philosophy’, 
Further, Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s involvement in the 
Authoritarian Personality marks, at the level of social analysis, ‘a 
complete capitulation to bourgeois social psychology in theory, 
method and political conclusions’.5 Another recent critic of the 
Frankfurt school, Slater, argues that while ‘ the Frankfurt school of 
the 1930s and early 1940s made a serious contribution to the 
eludication and articulation of historical materialism . . . [it] failed 
to achieve the relation to praxis which is central to the Marxist 
project’.6 On Slater’s reading, the leading members of the Institute 
of Social Research failed to ‘relate concretely to the praxis and 
theory of the class-struggles in Germany’ and their work lacks 
‘economic concreteness’, that is, a thorough analysis of the 
economic base.7 The result is that their attempts to develop, for 
example, a historical materialist aesthetics, miss the vital ‘practi
cal class standpoint’.8 Yet another critic writes in a discussion of 
Habermas: ‘critical theory does not. . . possess concepts necessary 
to discern let alone comprehend class relations at the general sy
stemic level’.9 Critical theory ‘makes impossible the systematic 
identification and analysis of class-structural phenomena in rela-
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tion to the development of the forces and relations of produc
tion’.10 In the opinion of such authors, critical theory represents, at 
best, a diversion both from the ‘path of true science’ (Therborn) 
and from ‘a close connection with the practical activity of the pro
letariat’ (Anderson). 

The charges made against critical theory fall into four main 
areas (although not all of the critics raise issues in each of them). I 
would like to mention these briefly and then assess them; for such 
an assessment provides a useful backdrop against which the major 
achievements of critical theory can be located. First, there is the 
view that critical theory, far from breaking with the heritage of 
classical German idealism, reproduces idealist positions.11 Its radi
cal break is not with idealism but with real, materialist science. The 
epistemological basis of critical theory is ‘metaphysical humanism’. 
In a position saturated with the influence of Hegel, history is por
trayed as ‘an all-embracing process, in which an historical subject 
realizes itself. Society is reduced to ‘a creator-subject’. Truth 
becomes objective only ‘in the metaphysical sense of being inher
ent in the essence of human reality’.12 Several consequences are 
said to follow from this, including the neglect of the scientific 
specificity of Marx’s critique of political economy; the subordination 
of analyses of concrete situations to a general assessment of reality 
in terms of the degree to which human ‘essence’ is realized; and 
the loss of a view of social totalities as structures of irreducible 
complexity involving processes of discontinuous development.13 

Second, the charge is made that critical theory shows undue 
concern for philosophical and theoretical problems, problems pur
sued at the expense of Marxist topics. A ‘constant concourse with 
. . . thought systems outside of historical materialism’ (various 
types of idealism, psychoanalysis) is claimed to be a ‘striking fea
ture’ of the critical theorists’ work.14 Critical theory turns attention 
away from classical Marxist issues; it neglects the essential con
cerns of historical materialism: ‘scrutiny of the economic laws of 
motion of capital as a mode of production; analysis of the political 
machinery of the bourgeois state, strategy of the class struggle 
necessary to overthrow it’.15 Critical theory’s interest in philosophy 
betrays a distance from practical-political concerns – a sad but 
inevitable result, Anderson contends, of the rift between theory 
and practice, science and proletarian insurgency, which character
ized the period in which it developed.16 Third, connected with the 
above is the view that an excessive amount of time was spent 
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studying ‘superstructural phenomena’ – aesthetics and culture – 
thus further detracting from serious engagement with the key 
determinants of social life. Finally, a general remoteness from, 
rather than involvement with, working-class politics, is said to 
characterize the life of Horkheimer and the others. They were 
‘isolated’ in academic settings, increasingly concerned with a 
‘second-order’ discourse – ‘on Marxism, rather than in Marxism’.17 

Instead of moving as Marx did from philosophy to economics and 
politics, they turned back to ever more abstract issues. 

The above portrayal of critical theory is for the most part inac
curate and misleading. It is worth examining not only the nature of 
the misrepresentations but also some of the alternative positions 
suggested by the critics – their claims about the core structures of 
reality, science and the key issues in politics. For critical theory 
developed, in part, as a critique of precisely that kind of view 
which claimed to have fully captured these phenomena. The 
debate over what constitutes Marxism, the essential structures of 
society, the nature of scientific inquiry, etc. is inseparable from the 
genesis of critical theory itself. 

It is striking that the characterization of critical theory by, for 
instance, Therborn and Slater, rests on an insufficiently differenti
ated analysis of the positions of each of the critical theorists.18 

Therborn, for example, explicates Horkheimer’s concept of his
tory with a quotation from Marcuse.19 Slater elaborates Hork
heimer’s notion of critical theory through Marcuse’s critique of 
Hegel and Marx.20 The ‘Frankfurt school’s’ analysis of fascism is 
expounded by Therborn with a brief summary of one of Marcuse’s 
articles (thus leaving aside the diverse contributions of the Insti
tute members discussed in the first five chapters of this book). The 
general conflation of positions has a number of serious consequ
ences. First, the very different views of, for instance, Adorno and 
Marcuse on Hegel and Marx remain unexplicated. Yet these two 
men stressed quite different aspects of Hegel and Marx. Second, 
the various models of critical theory expounded by Horkheimer, 
Adorno and Marcuse are ignored. As a result, the real break be
tween, for example, Adorno’s final stage of development, exem
plified by works like Negative Dialectics, and Marcuse’s notion of 
critique, which directly preserves many of Hegel’s ideas, is bypas
sed. While an argument might be made that Marcuse’s work 
resembles the position outlined in the first of the four sets of 
criticisms, Adorno’s bears no such resemblance. Adorno fre-



An assessment of the Frankfurt school and Habermas 357 

quently attacked the notion of a general subject in history, an¬ 
thropocentric conceptions of the historical process, and the con
cept of the negation of the negation. He affirmed the primacy of 
the object. He fiercely criticized attempts to articulate the ‘funda
mental structure of being’ as well as all thought-systems that 
claimed privileged access to ‘human destination’.21 

Many of Horkheimer’s views, especially from the late 1930s, 
were similar to Adorno’s. But even Horkheimer’s earlier works, 
which were expounded in some detail in Chapter 6, there is no 
evidence that history is being described simply as a process 
in which ‘a historical subject realizes itself. It is precisely because 
Adorno and Horkheimer saw no inescapable path for human 
history and no inevitable transformation of capitalism, that they 
were so concerned with critique – with criticizing ideology and thus 
helping to create awareness of the possibility of a break with the 
existing structure of domination. Even Marcuse’s work, which 
clearly affirms the concept of the negation of the negation and a 
(materialistically transformed) version of Hegel’s concept of truth, 
resembles only superficially the portrait offered by critics. His writ
ings on the concepts of species-being and labour seek to capture 
the dynamic character of sensuous, practical activity and make it 
the foundation of the notion of essence.22 His formulation of the 
latter leads, in his early writings at any rate, ‘into history rather 
than out or it’. Further, the conception of ‘human’ as ‘natural’ and 
‘sensuous’ beings, beings that are ‘universal’ and ‘free’, does not 
prevent examination of the way in which, in a capitalist mode of 
production, the laws of the economy become the primary deter
minants of social and political conditions. On the contrary, it 
allows inquiry into the nature of these laws (their appearance as 
natural but their actual dependence on particular social practices) 
and their many effects (not just on economy-state relations but on 
the nature of social relations themselves). To reflect on historically 
constituted human capacities, on unfulfilled needs and wants is not, 
moreover, to ‘collapse’ into a ‘metaphysical humanism’. Rather, it 
is to treat seriously the claim – the claim of all those who believe 
‘things might be otherwise than they are’ – that potentialities for 
radical change exist. The presuppositions entailed in this view, 
including the belief that certain groups have the capacity and 
desire to organize their lives differently, require investigation. It is 
one of Marcuse’s merits to have pursued issues such as these. 
Although there are pronounced difficulties with some of Marcuse’s 
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positions, difficulties that I will come to later, a critique of his work 
requires, as a minimum precondition, sensitivity both to the kinds 
of questions he was concerned with and to the different stages of 
development of his thought. 

Third, the accusation of ‘idealism’ rests, as has been pointed out 
in one recent reply to Anderson, on the unsubstantiated assump
tion that the influence of idealism was completely negative.23 The 
Frankfurt school’s and Habermas’s concern with idealism (and 
with a variety of other traditions of social thought and philosophy) 
was not motivated by a retreat to non-Marxist thinking, but by an 
ambition to revitalize Marxism. As Marx had turned to Hegel for a 
method that can be a ‘scandal and an abomination to the 
bourgeoisie and its doctrinaire spokesmen’, and for ideas that 
would bring to life ‘hitherto existing materialism’, so the critical 
theorists looked to Hegel for similar reasons. They were faced with 
an orthodoxy in Marxism (established by the Third International in 
particular) that reduced the Marxian project to an ideology that 
could legitimate Stalinism, a science that could steer an all power
ful state, and a body of ideas that ran directly contrary to the 
revolutionary, emancipatory and fundamentally democratic 
dimensions of Marx’s programme. At a theoretical level the reduc
tion of Marxism to dialectical materialism trivialized the 
significance of human agency, and, at a political level, justified the 
exclusion of the mass of people from active participation in deci
sions that affect their lives. As Marx indicated in the Theses on 
Feuerbach, idealism restores insight into the ‘active side’ of mater
ialism.24 The retrieval of precisely this aspect of materialism – the 
interplay between sensuous human activity and nature, between 
human subjectivity and second nature – enabled the critical theor
ists, at various stages in their careers, to restore to the centre of 
Marxism some of the most radical and subversive elements of 
Marx’s work. The latter are encapsulated by the view, defended by 
Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse and Habermas, that the process of 
emancipation is inseparable from the struggle for self-
emancipation. Or, as Habermas put it, ‘democratization, greater 
popular participation and decentralization of the process of forma
tion of the collective will are essential because the market + ad
ministration cannot satisfy a whole series of collective needs’.25 

Therborn argues that critical theory’s real ‘innovation’ lies in its 
‘radical break with science’. In this he sees one of its most serious 
failings and the source of many of its deficiencies. But while it is 
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true that each of the critical theorists launched attacks on various 
models of science (positivism), on science and technology as ideol
ogy, and very clearly in Marcuse’s case, on modern science and 
technology as such, Therborn’s criticism is wholly ungrounded. 
For it relies on a dogmatic assertion – an assertion stemming from 
Althusser – that science can be neatly demarcated from ideology. 
The assertion is dogmatic because Althusser and Therborn pro
vide no plausible criteria to settle disputes over what constitutes 
the ‘scientific’ and what does not.26 Critical theorists have contri
buted extensively to debates on this issue. Therborn does not 
assess their contributions. He merely calls for science against ‘criti
cal theory’. The readiness with which he dismisses Habermas’s 
interest in ‘scientific theory’ is astonishing.27 

The charge that critical theorists had an ‘excessive interest’ in 
philosophy and the theoretical traditions of non-Marxists is also ill 
considered. There are a number of separate issues involved here. 
Philosophical concerns, obviously, were at the heart of part of the 
critical theorists’ project. But their interest in philosophy, like 
their interest in idealism was not just, as Therborn implies, an inter
est in the philosophical per se. It stemmed from a direct 
concern with major problems in theory and in practice. For exam
ple, Horkheimer and Adorno were anxious to resist the degenera
tion of Marxism into a form of technocratic consciousness, the 
increasing pervasiveness of instrumental reason in many spheres of 
life, and the influence of idealism, positivism and crude material
ism. In resisting these things, furthermore, they were not simply 
concerned to dismiss them out of hand. They were well aware of 
the contradictions involved in rejecting the dogmatic dogmatically. 
The engagement with philosophy and non-Marxist traditions of 
thought was, therefore, a necessity – a necessity for the struggle 
against misleading and pernicious doctrines. 

But there are other important reasons for engaging with authors 
who draw their inspiration from non-Marxist perspectives. The 
acknowledgement that Marxism in its Stalinist manifestation 
became a repressive ideology – thereby confirming that as a body 
of ideas it is not the sole key to truth – constitutes one of the 
crucial premises of critical theory. It allows recognition not only of 
the fact that ‘classical’ Marxist concepts are inadequate to account 
for a range of phenomena (fascism, Stalinism), but also of the fact 
that the ideas and theories of, for example, Weber and Freud, 
provide vital clues to problems that face Marxists – why revolution 
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in the West was expected and why it had not occurred. The critical 
theorists’ concern to assess and, where applicable, develop non-
Marxist thought was, again, not an attempt to undermine Marx
ism, but an attempt to reinvigorate and develop it. Whether or not 
critical theory is adequate to this task is, of course, another ques
tion, a question I will return to later. 

It should, in addition, be clear from my exposition of critical 
theory that the pursuit of philosophical problems was not at the 
expense of certain classical Marxist concerns. The central impor
tance of Marx’s contributions to political economy was acknow
ledged by each of the critical theorists. In fact, they tended to take 
its validity for granted.28 While Horkheimer and Adorno did not 
pursue detailed analyses of the economy themselves, such analyses 
were encouraged in the Institute. The work of Pollock, Neumann 
and Gurland is often ignored by critics of the Frankfurt school. If it 
were properly addressed, the charge that the school neglected 
political economy would lose a great deal of its force. Any view 
that Habermas ignores the essential concerns of political economy 
also appears rather thin in light of his analysis of, for example, 
crisis tendencies. 

But the very objection that key Marxist problems were neg
lected needs to be examined carefully. For when the point is made 
it is usually taken for granted that these problem areas are 
synonymous with political economy and with the theory and prac
tice of Leninist (or Trotskyist) politics. Yet this equation was 
rejected by each of the critical theorists. Their positions, however, 
are rarely confronted by their critics. With respect to political 
economy the position of critical theory is clear: political economy 
is crucial but too narrow a base when taken alone for the develop
ment of Marxist concerns. I shall return to this point again in the 
discussion of the focus on aesthetics and culture. The supposed 
equation between Marxist politics and a Leninist (or Trotskyist) 
programme raises additional questions. While it is the case that 
critical theory has not provided an extended discussion of ‘ the 
strategy of the party necessary to overthrow the bourgeois state’, 
this is not an oversight or a rejection of the importance of practical 
concerns. Instead, it must be understood as a result both of an 
explicit hostility to Leninist forms of organization as the mode of 
political intervention and as an explicit and urgent attempt to 
uncover and expose the factors which currently make positive 
claims about the possibility of revolutionary change in the West 
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appear a mere fantasy. Leninist vanguard organizations were 
looked upon critically because it was thought they reproduced a 
chronic division of labour, bureaucracy and authoritarian leader
ship. Although it is true that the critical theorists did not produce a 
sustained political theory, they stand in the tradition of those who 
maintain the unity of socialism and liberty and who argue that the 
aims of a rational society must be embedded in the means used to 
establish that society. Horkheimer et al. hoped that their work 
would help to compel changes in consciousness and political action 
in a similar way to the effects generated by Capital, Their project 
was a form of political praxis with significant political implications. 
Far from reflecting a distance from practical-political problems, 
their interest in theory and critique was directly related to an 
ambition to analyse new forms of domination, undermine ideol
ogy, enhance awareness of the material conditions of life circum
stances, and to aid the creation of radical political movements. 

The view that the Frankfurt school’s studies of aesthetics and 
culture constitute, in part, a distraction from the key determinants 
of social and political life is also questionable in a number of 
respects. First, it fails to confront their arguments that the critique 
of political economy does not provide a sufficient basis to investi
gate the increasing encroachment of the market and bureaucratic 
organizations into areas of life hitherto free of them, and that the 
general interlocking of ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’, of civil society 
and the polity, seems to make radical alternatives to the present 
society remote. Second, it assumes that if only the Frankfurt 
school had grasped ‘the objective nature of the contradiction be
tween the social character of the productive forces and the private 
character of the relations of production’ (the nature of the capital
ist mode of production), then the collapse of their analysis into an 
obsession with the ‘subjective’ could have been avoided.29 In the 
critiques of critical theory launched from an Althusserian perspec
tive the concept of ‘mode of production’ is presented as if the 
Frankfurt school and Habermas had never heard of it and as if it 
can unlock all the core dimensions of capitalism. But a careful 
reading of critical theory would reveal that in most of the Frank
furt school’s substantive analysis the concept of the capitalist mode 
of production is central; that Habermas seeks to develop an array 
of analytic tools which include this concept; that all the critical 
theorists had the strongest objections to the use of an hypostatized 
notion of ‘modes of production’. Their work sought to expose the 
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complex relations and mediations which prevent the forces and 
relations of production from being characterized simply as objec
tive – as things developing ‘over the heads’ of human agents. An 
analysis of the components of culture, of identity formation, etc. is 
necessary because ‘history is made’ – by the ‘situated conduct of 
partially knowing subjects’. The contradiction between the forces 
and relations of production does not give rise to a fixed crisis path. 
The course of the crisis, the nature of its resolution, depends on 
the practices of social agents, and on how they understand the 
situation they are part of. Critical theory does not downplay struc
ture, but seeks to examine the interplay between structure and 
social practices, the mediation of the objective and subjective in 
and through particular social phenomena. 

It is quite wrong to suggest that ‘in place of the complex unity of 
mode of production . . . Habermas proposes the dualism of 
instrumental action and communicative action’.30 Habermas’s dis
tinction between two types of action is meant to capture the differ
ences between the types of action that underpin – produce and 
reproduce – the ‘complex unity’. Although Habermas clearly 
thinks that the notion of mode of production is insufficient to 
analyse social formations this is not because, as Chapter 10 makes 
clear, action concepts are substituted for it. To infer this is simply 
to mistake the different levels of analysis at which he works. 

Finally, the objection that critical theory developed in an 
academic setting isolated from working-class politics, and that it 
became increasingly embroiled in ‘abstract issues’ and ‘second-
order’ discourse, requires comment. It is true that critical theory 
did develop, as has most of the criticism of critical theory, in an 
academic context. It is also the case that critical theory developed 
largely in isolation from working-class politics. Given that the 
most active years of the Institute of Social Research were also the 
years of fascism, Stalinism and the second world war, this is hardly 
surprising (though it must be added that such isolation clearly 
suited Horkheimer as he grew more conservative in the years fol
lowing the second world war). But the criticism of ‘lack of 
involvement’ itself presupposes an attachment to the view that the 
only form of legitimate political involvement is active participation 
in day to day working class politics. One of the significant 
achievements of critical theory is, in my view, to have shown that 
there are many ways of contributing to the project of human 
emancipation and that the terms of reference of the political are 
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wider than is often thought. The Frankfurt school and Habermas 
sought to extend and adapt the insights of Marx’s work in order to 
reveal the complex factors which hinder people coming to con
sciousness of themselves as capable of different action. The Frank
furt school’s criticisms of contemporary culture, authoritarianism, 
bureaucracy and so on were intended to help foster independent 
thinking and the strugle for emancipation. They directed attention 
to the effects of domination not only in production but in the 
family, the environment and other areas of life. Consequently, 
their work transformed the concept of the political; it directed 
attention to issues such as the division of labour, sexism, ecological 
problems as well as the central question of ownership and control. 
This has crucial potential significance which was recognized by 
sections of the New Left in the 1960s. In short, critical theory took 
Marxism into a range of new areas. The extension of the focus of 
critique, the expansion of the domain of political reflection, helped 
to open up many dimensions of life to critical social analysis and 
active intervention. 

Critical theory’s leading spokesmen made important independent 
contributions to these issues. Horkheimer’s attempts to develop 
a critique of ideology, to focus attention on the necessity of inter
disciplinary research in the comprehension of cultural, political 
and economic phenomena, and to pursue the analysis of the 
antagonisms of society into the depths of the individual’s psyche, 
provide lessons for social inquiry which have by no means been 
exhausted.31 Adorno’s unfolding of the logic of commodity pro
duction and exchange value, his development of immanent criti
que, his use of negative dialectics in cultural criticism (especially in 
his studies on music), and his critique of all philosophies which try 
to establish indubitable first principles, stand as an enduring chal
lenge to all those who would seek to understand society and sci
ence within the framework of traditional approaches.32 The 
retrieval and defence by Marcuse of negative thinking in the writ
ings of Hegel, Marx and Freud represents a major achievement in 
light of the existing interpretations which have neglected or dis
torted their emphasis on negation.33 His examination of the obsta
cles to negative thinking in contemporary capitalist and socialist 
societies – which are, of course, recognized to be immense – with 
the simultaneous commitment to utopian thinking, are a provoca
tive challenge to the dominant orthodoxies in liberalism and Marx
ism. 
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Habermas’s achievements cannot easily be placed alongside 

those of the earlier critical theorists, although they often address 
similar problems. His criticisms of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century philosophy – especially scientism and hermeneutics – offer 
original interpretations along with radically new proposals for 
epistemology. The theories of knowledge-constitutive interests 
and of communicative competence rank as bold achievements in 
philosophy. His review of the philosophy of social science provides 
one of the most systematic and coherent accounts of the field. His 
explication of the scientization of politics and his reworking of 
crisis theory in the context of an analysis of social evolution is a novel 
framework for posing basic questions about past and contemporary 
society. And Habermas has, perhaps more than anyone else, contri
buted to the fruitful comparison and assessment of Continental and 
Anglo-American philosophy and social theory. 

The thought of the critical theorists marks one of the major 
sources of stimulus in twentieth century philosophical and social 
thought. It sets out an array of ideas and theories which invite 
debate and assessment, but given the diversity of the work, it is 
necessary to circumscribe the range of issues that will be dealt with 
here. I would like to pose a series of questions about the cogency 
of some of the critical theorists’ views on the economy, polity and 
the factors which shape social struggle in the remaining space of 
this chapter; I will focus on the notion of critical theory itself in 
Chapter 14. It should be emphasized that the discussion is not 
exhaustive. My critical remarks are intended to have a tentative 
status, indicating certain limitations and raising issues which 
require, in my view, further attention. 

The economy, the polity and social struggle 

The Frankfurt school 
Although I have defended critical theory against the general posi
tion advanced by critics such as Anderson and Therborn, a number 
of their points converge with my own views. I agree, for example, 
that critical theory fails to grasp adequately the pattern of conflicts 
and tensions in society and that it maintains an exaggerated notion 
of the cohesion of capitalism. I agree, moreover, that the level at 
which some of the critical theorists work often makes the rele
vance of their ideas to social and political events hard to grasp. 
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(This does not entail endorsing the view that many of the critical 
theorists’ concerns are merely abstract.) But points such as these 
must be detached from the framework in which they are posed by 
those essentially dismissive of critical theory. 

The work of the Frankfurt school and of the Institute of Social 
Research does not lead, I want to argue, to an adequate theory of 
economics, politics, or of their relation to one another. Their con
ception of capitalist (and socialist) development is excessively 
influenced by their experience of fascism and Nazism. While 
categories of conflict – including class and class conflict – remain 
even in the Frankfurt theorists’ late work, they are not adequately 
elaborated. A conception of society is presented which overesti
mates its internal homogeneity; society appears in their writings as 
steered from above rather than as the outcome, as I believe it to 
be, of a continuous process of struggle over rules and 
resources.34 

From the late 1930s onward in particular, Horkheimer, 
Adorno and Marcuse postulated an overharmonious relation be
tween the state, administrative apparatuses and the economy. 
While none of these men defended a straightforward theory (in the 
conventional sense of a hierarchy of interrelated propositions) 
about the state-economy relation, a series of claims were made 
about this domain. Many of the generalizations were based on 
Pollock’s writings about pre-Nazi and Nazi Germany. 
The economy in Weimer and Nazi Germany was subjected to 
massive political intervention. But it would be wrong to infer 
from this, as Pollock did, that the various regimes supporting the 
intervention had a highly defined sense of purpose and a straight
forward capacity to execute their will. Recent research has 
strongly suggested, for example, that even the workings of the 
Nazi government ‘were characterized by an extreme diffusion and 
dislocation of authority, and a highly disordered proliferation of 
agencies and hierarchies’.35 The research has tended to bear out 
the position taken by Neumann in Behemoth, not adhered to for 
the most part by Horkheimer or Adorno, that the Nazi period, like 
the decade in Germany before it, was marked by an absence of 
clear structure and central political control. 

If one looks beyond the Nazi regime and, indeed, beyond the 
framework of nation-states in general, then the relations between 
the economy and polity appear even more complex, and any
thing but a simple unity or carefully controlled and closed relation 
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– as Marcuse, in particular, sometimes suggests.36 The economic 
and political dynamics of the 1970s are a clear testimony to 
this: despite massive state intervention, economic crises persist. 
They may not take a simply economic form as various crisis ten
dencies are interlaced, but they manifest few signs of being 
brought under the sway of centralized administrations and 
bureaucracies.37 

Four points need to be made about the Frankfurt school’s view 
that the economy and state are deeply interlocked in capitalist 
societies.38 First, it leads to an unsatisfactory notion of domination; 
that is, a notion which suggests a rigid relation between various 
public and private bureaucracies, and a conception of administra
tive and/or bureaucratic and/or class domination as seemingly 
inescapable. The mechanisms which lead to this state of affairs are 
poorly elaborated and documented – especially the configurations 
of social relations and conflicts that underlie these apparent 
developments. As a consequence, the power of the ruling class and 
the ‘control centre’ of the system appear as an obvious and/or 
necessary outcome, rather than one that has been – and is – a focus 
of struggle.39 Second, by failing to examine the development of 
particular policies and reforms (regarding, for instance, national 
health, nationalization) and by treating them as, more or less, the 
outcome of manoeuvres from above, the positions developed by 
Horkheimer et al. (especially after 1940) seem to deny several 
important possibilities: the possibility of conflict and struggle over 
state activities; of the state being conceived as an arena of class 
and other types of struggle; and the possibility of reforms being 
instituted which work to circumscribe and perhaps undermine (in 
the long run) the accumulation process.40 Recent research on the 
constant pressure on government and state to legitimate their 
activities and on the unintended consequences of state interven
tion in the material and non-material infrastructure of society 
(fiscal crisis) testify to the importance of not closing off these 
perspectives from analysis.41 

Third, there are policies that are put into effect by public 
administrations, for example, internal reforms of their own organ
ization structures, which cannot simply be explained, as the Frank
furt school thought, by reference to the pursuit of profit and pro
duction maximization and/or the commitment to instrumental 
reason and/or various forms of direct corporate pressure.42 To 
explain policies such as these it is necessary to have an account of 
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the ‘structuration’ (production and reproduction) of state organ
izations, both in terms of their internal operations and their rela
tions to the economy and other social realms.43 The preliminary 
work done in this area suggests that the positions developed by the 
Frankfurt school are insufficient accounts of this complex reality.44 

Fourth, the work of the Institute’s economists is inadequate to 
explain the persistence of political-business cycles and the unemp
loyment and inflation facing advanced capitalist societies. The 
interrelation of economic outcomes with everyday understandings 
of them is also inadequately developed. It has been shown in a 
recent analysis by Douglas Hibbs that not only are objective 
economic interests – class interests – at the basis of the political-
business cycle (generated as it is, in large part, by cyclical move
ments in labour costs, the struggle over national income), but also 
that a fairly high degree of awareness exists, amongst all parties 
involved, as to who wins and who loses at the macroeconomic 
level.45 Objective economic outcomes, in so far as they are reflected 
in the movement of wages, profits and the distribution of personal 
income over the business cycle, are understood and transformed 
into various (class based) preferences. This degree of class conflict 
and consciousness, while not to be confused with revolutionary 
activity, cannot be explained satisfactorily with the Frankfurt 
school’s terms of reference.46 

The school’s tendency to hold an exaggerated view of the integ
ration, or unity, of economy and state relations is complemented 
by an overestimation of the significance of instrumental reason, 
technique and technology in the shaping of political attitudes and 
demands. The stress Adorno put on reification and fetishism in the 
analysis of consciousness and ideology, along with Marcuse’s 
strong emphasis on the pressures towards depoliticization, contain 
many insights; but they cannot account, I believe, for the diversity 
in the levels of awareness of social conditions. This point can best 
be illustrated by reference to the whole notion of society’s reach 
into the individual. To the extent that generalizations can be made 
about social consciousness – and most historical and comparative 
work suggests great caution is needed here – they might suggest, as 
Michael Mann and Anthony Giddens, amongst others, have 
argued, that a ‘dual consciousness’ is often expressed in com
munities and work places.47 This implies a quite radical interpreta
tion of many everyday events but a relatively conservative, 
privatistic interest in dominant political parties and processes. 
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Many institutions and processes are perceived and hypostatized as 
‘natural’, ‘the way things have been and always will be’; but the 
language used to express and account for immediate needs and 
their frustrations often reveals a marked penetration of ideology 
or dominant interpretative systems. (Ideology is understood here 
as a set of beliefs that mask or conceal aspects of reality, particu
larly social contradictions, in the interests of dominant social 
groups or classes.)48 Social structures may mould the individual 
but meaning systems do not in any straightforward sense reflect 
the stamp of the production process or the culture industry. Nor is 
there much evidence to suggest, as Marcuse sometimes does, that 
consumption patterns foster a strong identification with the Establ
ishment. While many members of the Frankfurt school clearly 
recognize this, at a theoretical level it is not taken systematically 
into account. If it were, they would not have asserted so strongly 
that the superego is increasingly representative of collectivities, 
e.g. the (school) class and/or state. Rather, they would understand 
some of the key constitutive elements of identity formation as the 
result of interaction between active, reflective and critical partic
ipants – the result of social struggle – and not simply, as the Frank
furt school sometimes suggests, the outcome of imposition. 

Although there is evidence of dissensus and various levels of 
class consciousness, it is clear that there has also been widespread 
compliance to dominant ideas. The question is: what does this 
compliance mean? What does it entail? Does it reflect normative 
integration (as Habermas, amongst others, might suggest) or 
depoliticization (as Marcuse has forcefully argued)? There are 
strong reasons and evidence to suggest that, in many cases, this 
‘compliance’ is best interpreted as a combination of pragmatic 
acceptance of existing institutions and false consciousness. Prag
matic acceptance or acquiescence is involved because few alterna
tives are seen to the status quo and it is recognized that one must 
participate in it, if comfort and security in life are to be achieved. 
False consciousness can be argued to be involved (though this is 
clearly a more contentious claim) because the asymmetrical dis
tribution of power (‘transformative capacity’) in contemporary 
society is mobilized (albeit often unintentionally) to prevent work
ing people from properly understanding the reality they experi
ence. The notion of dual consciousness lends important support to 
this idea. Frames of meaning often utilized to articulate needs and 
account for everyday life frequently diverge from the interpreta-
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tive schemes employed to make sense of traditional political 
institutions. The mode in which the latter are understood can be 
traced back, in part, to the family, to schooling, and to the 
culture industry – to socialization processes which embody ideas 
and theories about life which do not coincide with many people’s 
own accounts of the ‘realities of working life’.49 The conservative 
ideology often expressed by these processes does not, however, 
simply replace everyday interpretations – dissensus and seemingly 
deviant frames of meaning remain.50 

The Frankfurt school’s analysis (especially Adorno’s) of con
temporary culture represents one of the most important areas of 
their work. It helps explain, more clearly than all conventional 
sociological accounts, the ways in which dominant ideologies pene
trate everyday interpretative schemes. But assumptions are made 
in this analysis which, in light of my discussion above, need to be 
questioned. Particularly, a homology is often assumed, quite 
unjustifiably, between the form and content of the culture industry 
and the actual consciousness of working people. This assumption is 
most often found in Horkheimer’s, Lowenthal’s and Marcuse’s writ
ings, though it also exists in Adorno’s thought. Their work often 
shifts quite sharply, as one commentator has aptly noted, ‘from an 
internal aesthetic analysis of capitalist commercial culture to its 
assumed effects on mass behaviour and consciousness’. This shift 
in position neglects the important consideration that ‘the cultural 
media function through a complex of mediating factors and 
influences so that the cultural object itself is grasped, understood 
and assimilated through the influence of peer groups, occupational 
and professional groups, family, and other social institutions’.91 

Reactions to the ‘culture industry’, along with the actual effects of 
‘cultural consumption’, remain under-researched. 

Connected with this is a tendency for the Institute’s members to 
overlook the need for a differentiated historical analysis of the 
development of different aesthetic forms – art, literature, music.52 

The development of ‘mass culture’ has been uneven. Their work 
underestimates the degree to which contemporary culture often 
combines a variety of impulses and elements. For example, it is not 
at all clear that Adorno’s characterization of popular music (see 
pages 99-104) holds for a variety of very popular musical innova
tions. The complexity and subtlety of much of the Beatles’ music is 
a case in point. Nor can the different type of reactions to popular 
music simply be placed under the rather fixed categories Adorno 
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tended to elaborate.53 A case could be made, more systematically 
than Adorno does, that the appeal of some kinds of popular music 
(certain strains of soul, blues, rock and jazz), can be traced to a 
subversive or critical element. Their style and ‘message’ some
times create rhythms and events which are in contradiction with 
most people’s rather more passive involvement in other areas of 
life. Adorno failed to differentiate adequately the variety of poss
ible reactions to popular music. It is at least an open question as to 
the effects on thought and action of the latter and certainly more 
research and analysis is required to settle the issue. 

Reliance on the immanent method itself is perhaps directly 
responsible for some of the problems in the Frankfurt school’s 
account of contemporary culture. The importance of national and 
local cultures for individual and social identity is underestimated. 
Their approach to culture could have been considerably enriched 
if they had supplemented immanent critique with a comparative 
historical perspective. For in taking certain national or local histor
ical trajectories as the units of analysis and comparison, one can 
uncover some of the elements unique to particular constellations 
of social relations and cultural practices – elements which are vital 
in explaining the very different histories (political and cultural) 
which persist across nations, despite the fact that they have in 
common a capitalist mode of production. This same point can be 
made with respect to the Frankfurt school’s treatment of industrial 
and political organizations and collectivities. 

A different series of issues arise when we consider the 
framework employed to investigate socio-psychological questions. 
The framework was, of course, adopted in large part from Freud 
and, as Habermas points out, with good reason: 

If one considers the normative implications of notions like ego-strength, 
dismantling the ego-distant parts of the super-ego and reducing the 
domain in which unconscious defense mechanisms functions, it becomes 
clear that psychoanalysis singles out certain personality structures as 
ideal. . . . In the . . . work of the Institute of Social Research. . . . basic 
psychological and sociological concepts can be interlaced because the 
perspective projected in them of an autonomous ego and an emancipated 
society reciprocally require one another.54 

An autonomous ego can be sustained only if the structures which 
support the authoritarian state are undermined. But this notion of 
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an autonomous ego is ambiguous. For it seems to harbour assump
tions about identity as a property of the individual – assumptions 
which imply, in the last analysis, that identity comprises a given set 
of qualities and potentialities for smooth-functioning integration.55 

Now Adorno, in particular, was scathing about assumptions such 
as these – at least, as they were manifest in Fromm’s writings. Yet 
in the work of most of the Institute’s members they reappear. In 
Marcuse these notions are explicit and boldly explicated. He main
tains the very un-Freudian idea of the ‘self-sublimation of sexual
ity’: the ‘obstructions and limitations’ upon libido can, in the good 
society, be ‘set and accepted by the instinct itself, rather than by 
conflict between Eros and external reality.56 In Horkheimer’s writ
ings and even in Adorno’s (especially in the Authoritarian Person
ality), a not altogether dissimilar idea is alluded to; an idea which 
appears to preserve the heritage of idealist philosophy – a heritage 
which holds out the possibility of an ‘uncoerced ego that is poten
tially identical with itself. A notion like this is employed as a 
benchmark to assess societies that fail to produce, as Habermas 
wryly put it, ‘upright individuals’.57 But it is hard to grasp the 
precise content of notions such as these. For they are frequently 
expressed as part of a paradoxical thesis: on the one hand, history, 
as manifest through specific social conditions, is granted primacy 
as the crucial determinant of character structure; while on the 
other hand, a unitary human nature is postulated. In my view, 
Adorno most successfully brought together these two tenets by 
interpreting Freud’s instinct theory as a basis for a large variety of 
patterns in the human psyche. Horkheimer and, in particular, 
Marcuse (in the latter half of his career) are less convincing in their 
attempt to extricate themselves from the problems entailed by this 
thesis. Horkheimer’s notion of what is ‘immanent in man’ or 
‘immanent in human labour’, and Marcuse’s concept of individual 
needs and potentialities (developed in the context of the thesis of 
the obsolescence of the Freudian notion of man), seem to ascribe 
to human beings certain qualities which, however distorted or re
pressed, somehow remain the basis for hope (Horkheimer), the 
ultimate source of progressive change (Marcuse). As a consequ
ence, they often fall back on a concept of critique which they 
themselves, in other contexts, rejected: an ahistorical essence 
becomes the criterion for the evaluation of the present.58 

A number of issues concerning Freud’s interpretation could be 
raised. But one issue above all others deserves to be mentioned, 
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for it has implications for the thesis of the end of the individual and 
the explanation given for authoritarian behaviour. A strong case 
can be made that, for Freud, it is less the father in reality (the 
actually strong or weak man) and more the symbolic father that is 
crucial for the passage of the Oedipus complex.59 There are several 
implications of this, but one is of special importance: a weak father 
in reality can ‘produce’ children with strong superegos. In Civiliza
tion and its Discontents Freud footnotes Melanie Klein’s work in 
support of this view.60 

This whole issue might not be so significant if it were not for a 
series of studies of socialization which appear to lend considerable 
support (albeit indirectly) to this emphasis of Freud’s. The studies 
reveal low correlations and/or marked inconsistencies across 
research findings between individual and cultural differences in 
parental practices and differences in children’s motivational 
behaviour. Many of these studies have focused on ‘conscience 
strength’ (the superego) through measures of ‘resistance to temp
tation’ and measures of guilt.61 They have attempted to relate 
childhood and adolescent differences in ‘conscience strength’ to 
early experiences of restraint of gratification; amount and type of 
moral discipline; and parent attitudes and power structures.62 As 
Kohlberg points out in a survey of this literature, ‘in general no 
correlations have been found between parental modes of handling 
infantile wants, needs, drives and later moral behaviours or 
attitudes’. Nor have significant relations been found between 
‘amounts of various types of discipline [for example ‘love with
drawal’] and moral views and actions’.63 It appears, therefore, that 
one of the Frankfurt school’s bases for explaining authoritarianism 
is problematic: the reach of society into the individual may not 
depend directly on the socio-economic position of the father and 
particular parental practices. This conclusion is reinforced by a 
consideration of the time period in which the authoritarian per
sonality is said to have emerged. The generation that most actively 
participated in the rise of fascism and Nazism were born in the 
years preceding and during the first world war. This was not a time 
of mass unemployment in which the father’s potency (as socio
economic provider) was wholly shattered. Mass unemployment 
(unemployment affecting 26 per cent of the population) was a 
feature of the late 1920s and early 1930s. The children born dur
ing this period were not pivotal in the rise of authoritarianism.64 

The Authoritarian Personality itself has been subject to an array 
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of criticisms. These include the charges that: the personality syn
drome is not just associated with right-wing political views (into
lerance of ambiguity, stereotyping and suggestibility can be associ
ated with a wide spectrum of political positions); the key question
naires, designed so that a ‘yes’ answer indicates a high score in all 
cases, gives rise to a ‘response bias’ (since some people tend to 
answer survey questions positively); the F-scale cannot be claimed 
to be correlated with, for example, ethnocentricism (since the 
F-scale contains many reworded elements of the E and A–S 
scales).65 All these criticisms have some substance. The postulated 
relation of the personality syndrome to specific political convictions 
must be rejected (although relations between the syndrome and a 
tendency to express authoritarian attitudes appear to have been 
confirmed). 

There is something to be made of the oft-repeated charge that 
the Frankfurt school failed, ultimately, to integrate studies of the 
individual and social consciousness with political economy and 
institutional analysis. Because so many of the most important fea
tures of contemporary capitalist society are seen as the result of 
initiatives from public and private bureaucracies (Marcuse) or as 
the outcome of illusion (reification) (Adorno), the importance of 
analysing particular patterns of social relations, the labour process 
(the experiences people have of it as well as its structure) and 
political organizations, is downgraded. Adorno’s thesis of increas
ing reification, for example, fails to develop a detailed theory of 
the ways in which reification is produced and experienced by indi
viduals in various social settings. Many changes are postulated to 
have occurred in the organization of production, consumption and 
in the structure of the labour force; but these are only pointed to 
in a general way. Without more detailed accounts of these phen
omena the alleged opaqueness of society remains unpenetrated. 
Reification becomes a ‘synonym for an all-embracing power struc
ture’, which appears to affect everyone in an equal manner.66 

Without systematic reflection on the contexts in which it is pro
duced and reproduced, it remains – when used so generally – a less 
than compelling notion. An image of society is projected which can 
be read as a left counterpart to the discredited ‘end of ideology’ 
thesis. Marcuse’s One Dimensional Man is open to a similar objec
tion. Many of his claims about changes in production, productivity 
and state intervention give the impression of an increasingly 
homogeneous and depoliticized society. These views, however, are, 
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at best, only loosely supported by evidence and fail to capture the 
seemingly irreducible conflicts and tensions in society.67 

This last series of points is connected with what, I think, is an 
insufficient approach to, or use of, techniques of historical inves
tigation. Despite the Frankfurt school’s continual emphasis on his
tory and the importance of historical inquiry, their work lacks 
sufficient historical detail on the ways in which social forms are 
created, sustained and changed. Despite the intention, most 
clearly articulated by Horkheimer, to bring together theoretical 
considerations and empirical research, many of their boldest 
claims are under-researched. Precisely that which they sought to 
grasp – the ‘fluid reality’ of sociological and psychplogical life – is 
neglected. This occurred, I would like to suggest, for two reasons. 
First, models of societal development were too readily drawn from 
experiences of fascism, Nazism, and Stalinism. Second, as 
confidence in the possibility of fundamental social change was 
gradually lost (particularly by Horkheimer and Adorno) hopes 
were increasingly vested in the individual as the fount of freedom – 
despite all the arguments they made against such a position. As a 
consequence, there is a tendency, most notable in Horkheimer’s and 
Marcuse’s work, to lose touch with the essential referent of Marx
ian and Freudian concepts. Each of these respective systems of 
thought is concerned, at its centre, with relations – with relations 
between individuals, groups and other collectivities, with relations 
characterized by irreducible conflicts and contradictions. It is these 
that one loses sight of in, for instance, Horkheimer’s use of con
cepts like ‘mode of production’ in his writings of the 1940s 
onward, and in Marcuse’s use of the ego, superego, id system. 

Habermas 
Habermas’s approach to the analysis of capitalism raises a number 
of parallel considerations. These can be seen most clearly in the 
crisis argument developed in Legitimation Crisis. This argument 
relies on many system-theoretic concepts and assumptions; 
accordingly, the practical activity of social agents tends, as McCar
thy has noted, ‘to recede into the background’.68 The same ten
dency is fostered by Habermas’s gradual ‘deemphasis of her¬ 
meneutic motifs in favour of a more strongly theoretical pro
gramme. As the universalistic elements in the theories of com
munication and social evolution have come to the fore, the situa-
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tional and practical aspects of social inquiry have declined in sys
tematic importance.’69 This shift in direction has implications 
which merge with some of those of the Frankfurt analysis. Critique 
is addressed to ‘mankind as such’ and not to any particular class or 
group. While this position follows, in part, from some convincing 
arguments against orthodox Marxist expectations, it also follows, 
much more disconcertingly, from the categorial system itself. 
Habermas’ programme, at least as it is articulated to date, diverts 
attention away from the analysis of concrete social and political 
situations (where particular interests weigh rather more heavily 
than universal species’ capacities). 

Central to the arguments of Legitimation Crisis is the view that 
the ideology of advanced capitalism is being undermined. This 
argument is crucial to the contention that in the changing struc
tures of consciousness the grounds for a new principle of organiza
tion can be located. For just as Marx argued that in the womb of 
the old mode of production a new mode is born and develops, so 
Habermas argues that a new and more developed form of con
sciousness is emerging which will not support capitalist value rela
tions. But within the terms of Habermas’s characterization of the 
structure of consciousness there is a tendency to overestimate the 
degree to which liberal capitalist ideology has been eroded, and 
generalize too readily about complex empirical phenomena. If one 
examines the substantial number of studies analysing the nature of 
the social cohesion of capitalist societies, one thing emerges with 
clarity: patterns of consciousness, especially class consciousness, 
vary significantly across and within specific cultures and coun
tries.70 At the empirical level there is no ready evidence to support 
Habermas’s contention of the potentially imminent realization of a 
communicative ethics – the highest stage of ‘man’s inner cognitive 
logic’. On the available evidence (and in light of there being no 
substantial evidence in his own work), there does not seem to be a 
sufficient basis to locate the emergence of a principle of organiza
tion of a ‘post-modern’ society. Contemporary changes in norma
tive structures have, it seems, a very ambiguous relationship to 
discursive will-formation, universality and critique. 

This point connects to another difficulty with the argument. 
Habermas refers to groups of, amongst others, students and 
women as evidence that ‘the system’ is failing to produce the 
requisite amounts of necessary motivation. Apart from the fact 
that the argument sounds a little like a (new) left-over from the 
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1960s, the further conclusion that this phenomenon will spread to 
other segments of the population is, as it is currently formulated, 
not very convincing.71 There is little approaching a revolutionary 
subject in Habermas’s argument; and this despite the fact that he 
recognizes the need for a theory such as his to be able to identify 
the subject of emancipation. Processes of actual transformation 
remain unthematized: we remain very much in the dark as to the 
nature of political processes and events. As a consequence, it is 
difficult to draw any political conclusions from the crisis argument. 
The practical implications of the theory are undeveloped. 

Different problems arise in Habermas’s discussion of actual and 
potential system crises. System crises (economic and rationality) 
can, on his account, be potentially contained (although it does not 
follow that they will be). Containment occurs, however, only at the 
cost of increasing legitimation pressures on the state: the state is 
the interface at which the tensions of both system integration and 
social integration meet. Habermas’s argument rests, of course, on 
the claim that organized capitalism can control its potential system 
crises (as opposed to social identity crises). Can this claim be sup
ported? Most of Habermas’s remarks on system crises, like those 
of the Frankfurt school, centre around considerations of the nation 
state; that is, the focus is on the changing relation between the 
state and economy within an ideal-typical capitalist country. His 
discussion of past and present economic tendencies pays little, if 
any, systematic attention to developments of international capital
ism. He raises important considerations in connection with the law 
of value; but the referent and context is usually that of the nation-
state. It is crucially important to explore the development of capi
talism in one country in the context of international political 
economy. The capitalist world was created in dependence on an 
international market and is ever more dependent on international 
trade. Before one can conclude that economic crises can be con
tained (on either a national or international level), the relationship 
between economic crises in the nation-state and crisis tendencies in 
the international market must be better analysed and explained. 
These issues deserve a much more substantial treatment than 
Habermas gives them.72 Without an analysis of them, Habermas’s 
conception of the logic of crisis development can be questioned; 
for the political-economic constraints on capitalist development 
might be much less open to control and manipulation than 
he suggests. 
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Habermas’s claim that there are logics of development in history 

treads a fine line between the stronger claims of Hegelian tele
ology and historical relativism; but there are problems here too. 
The argument for the importance of cognitive development is 
enormously suggestive, and – as he himself readily admits – highly 
problematic. Any discussion of a logic (or logics) of development 
carries with it certain dangers. In a somewhat different context 
Adorno pointed out that: 
To suppose, if only methodologically, anything like an independent logic 
of culture is to collaborate in the hypostasis of culture, the ideological 
proton pseudos. The substance of culture, according to this argument, 
resides not in culture alone but in its relation to something external, to the 
material life-process. Culture, as Marx observed of juridical and political 
systems, cannot be fully ‘understood either in terms of itself . . . or in 
terms of the so-called universal development of the mind.’ To ignore this 
. . . is to make ideology the basic matter and thus to establish it firmly.73 

Habermas would hope to avoid the weakness to which Adorno 
refers. But obviously he does want to defend the idea of a logic of 
development of key components of communicative interaction 
(world views, for instance) that cannot be reduced to the logic of 
the development of work. In so doing, his argument carries with it 
a tendency to accept certain forms of distorted communication and 
hence certain levels of social repression, as unavoidable at various 
stages in history. (I believe that this position was also held by 
Marx.) Given this view it is extremely important to elaborate when 
in any given society systematically distorted communication is 
unavoidable and when it is not. If criteria for these judgements are 
not provided we risk, as Adorno put it, ‘making ideology the basic 
matter’ and thus reinforcing it. Habermas’s conception of critical 
theory, as I indicate below, does not address these issues satisfac
torily. 

Further, the rather formal nature of Habermas’s current enter
prise makes it very hard to see what explanatory force his theories 
and arguments have. It is not at all clear, for instance, how the 
diversity of cultures (China, India, the West) can be made sense of 
within the terms of the theory of social evolution. The same can be 
said even if attention is restricted to the application of his ideas to 
capitalism. Concepts like rationality crisis, legitimation crisis are 
not easy to employ; for they are elaborated without detailed refer
ence to specific instances of crises and the conditions which have 
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generated them. The relation of rationality crisis to, for example, 
class structure and its related patterns of struggle remains unexpli¬ 
cated. Theoretical categorization is combined with an insufficient 
regard for historical analysisof evolving social relations.74 



14 The concept of critical theory 

In recent discussions of critical theory, especially those in the liter
ature of the social sciences, Habermas’s work is often presented as 
if it were self-evidently the pinnacle of critical theory. The general 
emphasis on Habermas’s ideas has a number of unfortunate con
sequences. First, the differences in scope of the various types of 
critical theory remain unexplicated. Second, there is a tendency to 
ignore the fact that some of the writings of the Frankfurt school 
offer alternative positions to those defended by Habermas. For 
instance, in one introduction to critical theory, the Frankfurt 
school is said to have evolved through four ‘stages of development’ 
– stages which appear to comprise a path of cumulative and pro
gressive development from the earliest writings of Horkheimer 
and Adorno to Habermas’s most current works.1 As should be 
quite clear from Parts One and Two of this book, views such as 
these fail to do justice to the very considerable differences that 
exist between, for example, the standpoint developed by Adorno 
in Negative Dialectics, and that of Habermas in Knowledge and 
Human Interests. Inaccurate views of this genre, however, are 
overshadowed by the highly misleading impression of critical 
theory created by studies which appear motivated merely by a 
desire to discredit it theoretically. It is worth mentioning briefly 
two such studies in order to illustrate the insubstantial nature of 
the cases often made against the positions of the critical theorists. 
They provide a useful background to my own commentary on the 
concept of critical theory as understood by each of its authors. 

Zoltan Tar, in a book published in 1977, seeks to assess the 
contributions of Horkheimer and Adorno.2 In Tar’s opinion, criti
cal theory ‘is the document of the disintegration of old Central 
European bourgeois society’ – the expression of ‘a certain socio-
historic condition and the situation of a social group, the marginal 
bourgeois-Jewish intelligentsia’.3 His main conclusion is that criti-
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cal theory cannot qualify either as Marxism or as ‘scientific sociol
ogy’ ; it made precious few, if any, contributions to either of these 
and is, ‘in the last analysis . . . another existential philosophy’.4 Tar 
frequently accuses Horkheimer and Adorno of not defining their 
key terms (like ‘reflection’) and for failing to support – with argu
ment and evidence – their philosophy and sociology. Yet Tar him
self neither defines the concept of existentialism nor provides 
arguments as to its main flaws. Without this, one of his major 
conclusions remains devoid of critical content.5 

The view that Horkheimer and Adorno are neither Marxists nor 
‘scientific sociologists’ is derived by comparing their work to 
‘ideal-types’ of Marxism and ‘scientific sociology’.6 These types are 
presented without argument, without discussion of their relation to 
one another, and as if there were a consensus as to the basic ele
ments of these doctrines. The debate over what precisely consti
tutes these doctrines – a debate which was vital to critical theory – is 
simply by-passed. As a consequence, the significance of much of 
critical theory is missed. Tar’s use of biographical information in 
the book in order to ‘explain’ a number of Horkheimer’s and 
Adorno’s positions further detracts from serious argument. To 
establish a connection, for instance, between Horkheimer’s Jewish 
background and his philosophy is not enough to bring the latter 
into disrepute. Nor can the language which Horkheimer used to 
express himself be disparaged by simply saying that it is ‘saturated 
with biblical terminology such as true, truth, false . . . suffer
ing. . .’!7 Tar sets up a straw man and then, from a variety of 
positions which are unrelated to each other, tries to knock it down. 

Karl Popper, in a well-known article, ‘Reason or revolution’ 
(1970), says of the critical theorists generally that they were ‘sim
ply talking trivialities in high-sounding language’.8 Of Habermas 
he writes: ‘most of what he says seems to me trivial; the rest seems 
to me mistaken’.9 It is striking that Popper, a putative champion of 
open discussion and argument, presents these harsh assessments 
after only a most cursory reference to critical theory. He fails to 
analyse any of the major works of Horkheimer, Adorno or 
Habermas. The little he says about Adorno and Habermas is itself 
mistaken. (He does not discuss Horkheimer.) This can be illus
trated by reference to his remarks on Habermas. 

Popper characterizes Habermas’s views as follows: 

Professor Habermas seems to think that only one who is a practical critic 
of existing society can produce serious theoretical arguments about soci-
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ety, since social knowledge cannot be divorced from fundamental social 
attitudes.10 

Popper’s ‘reply’ to this position is, in his own words, ‘very simple’. 
He welcomes discussion about the problems of society but adds: 
I certainly do not think that the debate about the reform of society should 
be reserved for those who first put in a claim for recognition as political 
revolutionaries, and who see the sole function of the revolutionary intel
lectual in pointing out as much as possible that is repulsive in our social 
life (excepting their own social roles).11 

Popper clearly misrepresents Habermas’s position. Habermas’s 
writings continuously indicate how seriously he takes the views of 
those with whom he disagrees. His reformulation of Marx’s 
theories – drawing as it does on a variety of non-Marxist thinkers – 
makes any suggestion that he thinks ‘one must be a practical critic 
of existing society’ to produce ‘serious arguments’, appear quite 
absurd. Moreover, Popper fails to differentiate a position like that 
of Habermas (which focuses on ‘cognitive interests’) from that of 
the sociology of knowledge (which directly relates knowledge to 
‘social attitudes’). Further, Popper’s ‘reply’ to Habermas com
pounds the errors. It is a striking feature of Habermas’s work that 
far from ‘first putting in a claim as revolutionary’ and using this in 
some sense to justify a critique of society, he continuously asks 
himself if a critical standpoint can be justified and, if so, in what 
form. Habermas’s work is distinguished by a concern for ‘rational 
criticism’. 

My critical commentary below focuses on the main tenets of 
each of the models of critical theory and on grounds given for 
them. Issues are also raised about the fundamental nature of the 
critical enterprise. Since Horkheimer’s position in the early 1940s 
grew closer to Adorno’s, I shall begin with remarks on Adorno’s 
views and keep my comments on Horkheimer brief. 

Adorno 
Adorno’s work has a style and character which marks it off from 
the rest of critical theory. His thought is much harder to expound 
than that of the others: to try to summarize its qualities is to take a 
considerable risk. Adorno’s work is often elusive – and deliber
ately so. This is a source of both strength and weakness. It is a 
source of strength because the intricate nature of many of 
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Adorno’s studies ensures that practically each time one reads 
them, something new is gleaned. It is a source of weakness because 
it is often not apparent whether Adorno is offering, for example, 
an explanation of a phenomenon, or an elaborately spun 
metaphor, or a deliberate hyperbole to stir political action. The 
problem – a severe problem for anyone who seeks to come to grips 
with Adorno’s thought – is to know what kind of assessment 
Adorno’s work requires; that is, the status of his theories and 
claims. 

Fundamental questions can, I believe, be raised about Adorno’s 
method. Unable to accept as the foundation for social investiga
tion classical Hegelian views, the standpoint of the proletariat, the 
position of the party and its leadership, or the claims to rigour of 
various models of the natural sciences, hermeneutic philosophy 
and so on, Adorno gave priority to immanent criticism. The con
tinuous process of flux and change in history, Adorno consistently 
stressed, undermines most conventional methods of philosophical 
and social reflection – and all approaches, in fact, which have a 
pretence to universality. Horkheimer and, indeed, Marcuse often 
expressed a similar position, but many of their own ideas are quite 
inconsistent with it. The immanent mode of inquiry is held to be 
capable of scrutinizing social and cultural phenomena and simul
taneously generating its own foundations. It is only through the 
enactment of immanent criticism, according to Adorno, that trad
itional questions concerning, for example, the relation of theory 
and practice, or the nature of what exists, can be answered. Yet, as 
I illustrate below, this view is questionable. 

Immanent criticism depends for its validity on the discovery of a 
discrepancy between a subject/object’s concept and its actuality. 
Such an analysis rests on being able to uncover the guiding idea of 
a phenomenon and to disentangle the self-contradictions which 
the phenomenon displays in itself. As Adorno put it, ‘theory . . . 
must transform the concepts which it brings, as it were, from the 
outside into those which the object has of itself, into that which the 
object would, left to itself, like to be, and confront it with what it 
is’. The analysis requires the acceptance of certain views of the 
concept of the object, whether the object be a society or musical 
work. But what happens when there are competing views as to the 
object’s concept? What standards should a critique of ideology 
then employ? The objection that the choice of standards becomes 
arbitrary has a certain force. 
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Now Adorno recognized a fundamentally contingent dimension 
in the relation of subject and object. Against Hegel he maintained 
that there is no basic starting or ending point to the cognitive 
process. For Adorno there is no foundation for cognition indepen
dent of particular configurations of concepts and objects. This pos
ition, he hoped to demonstrate, does not entail a commitment to 
epistemological and ethical relativism. But it is hard to accept the 
latter point.12 It is not clear how one can judge, for example, within 
his terms of reference, between competing claims about an object. 
At a certain level negative dialectics seems to do little more than 
reflect the rift between social reality and the concepts it posits. 
When Adorno argued that the truth or falsity of capitalist society 
can be assessed according to whether or not it fulfils its concept, he 
presupposed that we can specify this concept. Yet even if there is 
some degree of historical agreement as to the nature of this – 
bourgeois society claiming, for example, to represent a free and 
just process of exchange, to sustain liberty and equality – these 
concepts will not point to a basis for critique unless their content is 
carefully unfolded. To do this is to reveal fundamental disagree
ments – even if we restrict attention to bourgeois political theorists 
– about the nature of equality and liberty. Each different under
standing of the term could give rise to different critiques, thus 
opening up such questions as: Which standards should we choose? 
How do we judge between them? These are the very kinds of 
questions Adorno’s analysis sought to circumvent. Yet an histori
cal account cannot avoid them.13 

Adorno’s focus on objective illusion, however, and, in particu
lar, his concern with reification give his approach an unambiguous 
critical stance – the exposure of the social relations and processes 
which underpin the making of ‘unlike things alike’. While his ‘dis
junctive’ approach seeks to reveal truth and error contained in 
various views about the world, it is difficult to see how, within his 
terms, one can go beyond criticism of inadequate perspectives to 
develop concrete alternative accounts and theories. For the possi
bility of negative dialectics is intimately tied to the object’s con
cept. The problems which result are highlighted by an examination 
of the status of the ‘utopian moment’ – the unfulfilled potentialities 
– which negative dialectics seeks to reveal. Leaving aside the issue 
that many types of concepts do not refer to such a moment and 
that Adorno did not clarify at any length the nature of concepts 
that do, it may be asked whether or not the ‘vision of potentialities’ 
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has anything more than a formal or logical status (a mere registra
tion that reality and concept do not coincide and that reality is not 
all it might be). Or, to put the point differently, what kind of 
historical import and relevance does Adorno’s dialectical criticism 
have? The revelation of non-identity is also the relevation of that 
which is ‘not yet’. What is represented by this notion? 

Marx was able to avoid the charge of utopianism in his day by 
being able to identify the subject of revolutionary activity with a 
class which, he argued, had the potential power to transcend con
ditions of domination. Adorno did not accept many aspects of this 
analysis. For him history did not indicate that a revolutionary 
working class movement was likely to materialize in the future. 
Yet, if he and, indeed, Horkheimer are to avoid the charge of 
utopianism, then the nature of the ‘not yet’ – the emancipatory 
potential – must be analysed, while a subject of possible emancipa
tion must be identified. In my view, too little attention is paid to 
these concerns and to how one might address them. While Adorno 
refused, for good reason, to offer a static, ahistorical vision of 
‘utopia’ – of unfulfilled possibilities – he did not give the ‘utopian 
moment’ sufficiently precise content. Without such precision, the 
force of critique is weakened. The diffuse nature of the utopian 
moment implies diffuse criticism; for the ‘not yet’ remains an 
unspecified ‘wishful image’. 

Adorno succeeded, perhaps better than anyone else, in elaborat
ing the critical, negative aspects of Marx’s political economy. But 
his philosophy of criticism is too unsystematic to provide a founda
tion for the construction of a theory of capitalist and socialist 
development. Negative dialectics does not capture the positive or 
constructive dimension of a work like Capital which depends on 
the systematic elaboration of new concepts and generalizations. It 
must of course be remembered that Adorno did not intend to 
provide such theories. He never linked his enterprise to such an 
objective. Nevertheless, his critical stances do depend, in part, on a 
stock of social theory and criticisms of it. Although he made a 
major contribution to the development of Marxian viewpoints in 
the arts and humanities, the social theorist will not find in his work 
a developed theory of contemporary society nor a basis for con
structing such a theory. 

Both Marcuse and Horkheimer, at certain times of their lives, 
expressed their conception of critique and hopes for social trans
formation in relatively positive terms. Adorno eschewed a similar 
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approach for fear of losing the capacity to experience the non-
identical. But he did so not only at the cost of the ability to refor
mulate creatively theories of society but also at the cost of taking a 
positive stance in relation to social struggles. For as the 
specification of the ‘not yet’ runs the risk of diverting attention 
from ‘the open range of possibilities’, the pursuit of actual goals 
creates the danger, on Adorno’s account, of ‘being consumed, 
swallowed up’.14 Paradoxically, Adorno’s ‘reflections on damaged 
life’, which contain insights full of practical implications, tied him 
to a position which prevents recognition of the relation of these 
reflections to concrete historical problems. Adorno’s work stands 
as a sober reminder of the risks and difficulties involved in 
elaborating a constructive approach to society and philosophy. 

Horkheimer 
The possible convergence of reason and freedom was said, by 

Horkheimer (in the late 1920s and 1930s), to be immanent to 
man, or as he sometimes put it, to human labour. On this account, 
critical theory makes its own the idea of a rational society, the goal 
of ‘a community of free human beings’. To avoid the charge that 
this version of critical theory represents and defends an arbitrary 
ethical ideal ‘forcing itself on history’, or is nothing more than the 
product of speculation, the onus is on Horkheimer, if he is to 
complete his case, to provide arguments and evidence for what 
might be immanent or potential in the human species (for exam
ple, a capacity of a given kind for self-knowledge, self-fulfilment, 
dialogue, etc.), or of what is imminent and possible in social 
developments (for example in struggles or crises). For this to be 
done, the phenomena which such a theory interprets must be 
shown in some sense to be: 

(a) historically developing (for example, needs which cannot be 
satisfied under the present system of labour and which re
present, potentially generalizable interests); and/or 

(b) historically necessary (for example, to the survival of human 
beings); and/or 

(c) natural-historical properties of the species (for example, 
qualities of species-being, or species needs), which under cer
tain conditions can be realized. 

Horkheimer’s essays written throughout the 1930s suggest that he 
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intended to argue along the lines of strategy(a) and, but to a lesser 
extent, strategy(c). In his later work (Dialectic of Enlightenment 
onward) strategy(b) appears to underpin his approach. But in all 
cases there are only bits of an argument (which are often, espe
cially in the essays, inconsistent with one another). 

What is required, for instance, if strategy(a) is to be persuasive, 
is a theory of the development of needs which reveal them to be 
compatible with universal practical principles. Horkheimer’s 
argument about how in a capitalist mode of production the needs 
of the members of the community as a whole remain unfulfilled (as 
individuals’ individuality is distorted and denied), is an interesting 
step towards meeting this requirement.15 But the connections, in 
actual social movements, between needs, interests and the univer
sal principles of equality and liberty, remain unexplored. Hork¬ 
heimer does not demonstrate why the interest in a rational soci
ety is universal. Nor does he demonstrate, a further necessary step, 
why critical theory is the correct theoretical expression of this 
interest.16 None of these points receives adequate attention in his 
writings. 

The notion of what constitutes a ‘rat ional society’ is (like 
Adorno’s notion of ‘unfulfilled possibilities’) undeveloped. On 
Horkheimer’s view this is inevitable: the truths to be drawn out are 
primarily negations. Yet the unpacking, concretization and elab
oration of the idea of a rational society seems of central impor
tance if it is to become something more than an abstract standard 
accessible only to isolated theorists. How can we or might we re
cognize the ‘interest in rational society’, know its content, let alone 
deduce institutional structures compatible with its principles? How 
are we to differentiate what Horkheimer held to be immanent and 
potential from those who claim to represent an alternative view – 
the party, intellectuals, other critical theorists? Are there criteria 
that make such distinctions possible? Or are there a multitude of 
competing moral and political standpoints compatible with ‘the 
general interest in a rational society’? Horkheimer had an unfortu
nate tendency to avoid these questions or to treat answers to them 
as self-evident. The critical thrust of his work is, as a result, 
diminished. Marcuse, on the other hand, gives more attention to 
issues such as these. 
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Marcuse 
In his account of historical materialism, his defence of a philoso
phy of labour, his elaboration of a Marxian dialectic and his integ
ration of aspects of Marx’s and Freud’s work, Marcuse develops a 
distinctive view of the relation of theory and practice, human 
potentiality, the possibilities contained in the present and the con
tours of a rational society. While he resolutely refuses to state 
‘what is to be done’, he does suggest alternative modes of organiz
ing human relationships – a suggestion which is grounded in a 
theory of the relation between human needs, the material condi
tions of life, and social organization. There are several directions 
one could take in commenting on Marcuse’s position. For exam
ple, much could be said about the relationship between causality, 
teleology and unfreedom and about what is referred to as the 
dialectic.17 However, I will restrict attention here to his concept of 
critical theory. 

First, difficulties arise in Marcuse’s thought because it is not 
always clear at what level his arguments are developed.18 Argu
ments move between, for example, strong metaphysical statements 
about the nature of Being (conceiving of human existence as 
grounded in eros), bold reflections on human nature (on the condi
tions of human life and social reproduction), and sweeping 
generalizations about historical development (as, for instance, in 
Eros and Civilization). My point here is less that Marcuse uses 
inconsistent arguments and poor evidence – although, as indicated 
in the previous chapter, this is sometimes the case – but more that 
it is not always apparent what criteria should be applied in asses
sing texts like One Dimensional Man. On the one hand, this work 
might be read as a political tract; on the other, it could be under
stood as a set of propositions about the actual and potential 
development of capitalist society. At the latter level it is inadequ
ate; at the former level it was extremely effective. 

A more fundamental issue is raised by Marcuse’s oft asserted 
position that it is historical rather than purely epistemological con
ditions which determine the meaningfulness and truth of proposi
tions, that ‘history itself generates criteria for the assessment of 
the validity of statements. For this position assumes what it has, in 
fact, to prove; namely, that history is the final court of appeal for 
the justification of assertions. The general view that ‘whatever 
exists or happens is completely explicable by categories wholly 
continuous with, immanent within, and restricted to the empirical 
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domain of objects and events’ is itself in need of philosophical 
justification.19 Yet a thesis such as this is hard for Marcuse to 
defend; for he is committed to the view that from Marx onward 
the essential problems of philosophy have been successfully dissol
ved into social theory. Philosophy culminates with Hegel; and 
Marx’s innovations demonstrate that the formal and substantive, 
the logical and evaluative, can no longer be treated as separate 
languages. To defend this thesis arguments would have to be pro
vided which cannot, at least in any obvious sense, be reduced to 
social analysis.20 

A number of problems follow from Marcuse’s conception of 
philosophy. For example, he says that in a rationally organized 
society labour can win back its ‘originally libidinous’ character and 
become a joyful experience. Marx, on the other hand, attacked the 
thesis that labour can become play in a free society. In the Grun¬ 
drisse, he chastised Fourier’s romantic ‘ “naive, dreaming shop
girl’s view” that labour must become fun: really free labour, e.g. 
composing, is at the same time grimly serious, the most intensive 
effort’.21 The question arises: how do we decide which interpre
tations of labour are correct and which are distortions? In even 
posing this question within the theoretical framework of Marcuse’s 
early work, we are caught in a circle. For the only criterion of truth 
he uses in these texts is derived from a conception of labour – 
precisely the standpoint that is here problematic and questioned. 
To what standards and criteria can one appeal in determining 
whether the original (Marcusian) notion of labour is false, or that 
some of its premises are erroneous? As the criterion of truth, the 
standpoint derived from labour does not allow us to challenge it 
without undermining the entire theoretical structure. The theory 
can only answer its critics by restating its premises. 

Marcuse accepts, of course, certain key Hegelian ideas but 
transposes them on to a historical and materialist basis. This leads 
to another dilemma. From one perspective, history is the arena for 
the realization of human potentiality (the negation of all negativ
ity) and on this basis critical theory gains its transformative power. 
However, from another perspective critical theory exposes history 
as the history of repression. The problem is: how can history at 
once provide the criterion for critical theory and be the history of 
repression which critical theory claims it to be? 

Marcuse seeks to resolve this antinomy through his philosophi
cal reading of Marx’s concept of labour and of Freud’s theory of 
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individual and social development. Given his extremely bleak pic
ture of the actual state of society, what basis can be provided for 
the theory of what exists in potentiality? While Marcuse does 
point, for example, to certain cultural forms and social struggles as 
evidence that the promise of the good life has not been entirely 
eclipsed, he tends to understand these phenomena as the manifes
tation of the structure of human potentiality uncovered in his anth
ropology. As such, he relies on a general theory of ‘man’ to 
understand the specific actions of human beings and yet, at the 
same time, claims the specific actions of human beings are the 
locus of the general theory of ‘man’. The position tends toward an 
essence which is a fugitive among its own historical manifesta
tions.22 While concrete materialist history is the locus for the 
normative anthropology, it is hard to see how, especially on Mar¬ 
cuse’s account, the concrete history bears out the anthropology. 
The claim to be theoretically situated in concrete materialist his
tory is heavily compromised by the introduction of an objectivistic 
conception of human potentiality (of instincts, etc.) and by the lack 
of a sufficiently differentiated, concretely grounded, empirical 
analysis of historical conflicts and struggles. 

Ultimately, Marcuse locates reason or rationality in human 
instincts: that which is rational reconciles the pleasure and reality 
principles.23 What people really want is intuitively accessible. 
Theory accounts for why what is really desired often goes unre
cognized. But one cannot simply appeal, as Marcuse does, to 
instincts to settle questions about real wants; for wants cannot be 
articulated independently of the circumstances of their develop
ment and of the way in which they are conceived. Marcuse’s 
analysis is both too general and too specific. It can be demons
trated to be too general because it is compatible with a vast 
number of conceptions of what is good or desirable. It is too 
specific because it does not refer adequately to the formation of 
needs in history. What is required and what is missing is a more 
detailed examination of human wants and their relationship to 
historical developments. How wants emerge and how they are 
recognized and conceived, need analysis. 

Habermas 

Habermas’s project is also open to a number of criticisms. His 
attempts to sustain the distinctions between labour and interac-
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tion, the various knowledge-constitutive interests, distinct types of 
knowledge and inquiry, discourse and the ideal speech situation, 
are not wholly convincing. It is worth pointing to a few of the 
problems as they have implications for the very nature of his 
enterprise.24 

Habermas’s work proceeds at a number of different levels. Fre
quently, he seeks to set out a number of fundamental analytic 
distinctions which elucidate certain logical relations and which, he 
hopes, provide the terms which enable the reconstruction of histor
ical materialism. Beside the fact that it is often difficult to follow 
the nature of the argument that provides the basis for these 
categories (for example, it is unclear in Knowledge and Human 
Interests what precisely the mode of argument is that establishes 
the interests as ‘quasi-transcendental’), the validity and utility of 
the categories themselves often remains questionable. 

For example, the distinction between work and interaction, or 
purposive-rational action and communicative action, is fundamen
tal to his writings. Work is understood as instrumental activity 
through which nature is transformed. By communicative interac
tion Habermas understands symbolic interaction governed by con
sensual norms which define reciprocal expectations. The contrast, 
as it is sometimes formulated, is between two distinct types of 
action: one which is grounded in intersubjectivity and is dependent 
upon convention and institutional structures (interaction) and one 
which is not (work). But in this formulation it is hard to see how 
the distinction can be sustained. For work is always also interac
tion. Work presupposes community: it is governed by socially 
interpreted relations. It is dependent for its organization on 
(dialogical) rules – on knowing ‘how to go on’ – which are 
grounded in complexes of speech and action. Although technical 
rules are crucial elements of instrumental action they are always 
articulated within the framework of communication – the a priori 
of communication.25 The appropriation of nature on the part of the 
individual is, as Marx put it in the Grundrisse, ‘within and through 
a specific form of society’. The category of work can only be ade
quately articulated as a subcategory of interaction. 

But the category of interaction is also, in a number of its formu
lations, unsatisfactory. For it often appears to refer to a realm of 
language, gesture and action, independent of any reference to 
‘external nature’ (which is confronted by individuals through 
work). Thus communicative interaction seems to unfold in isola-
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tion from the world of things. Yet individuals interact through 
frameworks of social relations which are inextricably tied to the 
production and distribution of resources. How these spheres are 
connected is problematic in Habermas’s writings. If the category of 
interaction is to be useful it also has to be recast – incorporating 
these various dimensions in an alternative conceptual framework. 

Habermas could reply to the above criticism by arguing, as in 
fact he has done, that he is ‘analysing parts of a complex’. As he 
put it in the postscript to Knowledge and Human Interests: 

I do not mind at all calling both phenomena [work and interaction] praxis. 
Nor do I deny that normally instrumental action is embedded in com
municative action. . . . But I see no reason why we should not adequately 
analyze a complex, i.e. dissect it into parts.26 

Expressed like this, Habermas’s earlier formulation of the work/ 
interaction distinction is somewhat misleading. But even the new 
formulation leads to difficulties. For it remains unclear as to 
whether instrumental action is to be understood as an element of 
all human activity – governed by socially interpreted relations – or 
as a distinct type of human action – isolated from social contexts. If 
it is the latter then the problems posed above re-emerge. If it is the 
former then the interconnections between means-ends elements of 
action and the integration of nature into practical life and symbolic 
interchange, remain to be carefully specified. The category of 
praxis, in other words, requires explication. None of this is to say 
that for analytic purposes it is entirely unhelpful to examine 
instrumentally oriented action. But it is to say that such action 
cannot be adequately described without reference to the social 
context which is produced and reproduced in and through its 
enactment. 

In the Marxian perspective, as Marcuse has convincingly shown, 
labour cannot be simply represented by the concept of instrumen
tal action.27 The concept of instrumental action simplifies the 
changing relations between people and nature effected by different 
patterns of productive forces.28 Accordingly, given problems with 
the work/interaction distinction, aspects of Habermas’s critique of 
Marx run into difficulties. While Marx does often appear to 
assume unjustifiably that changes in the relations of production are 
directly dependent on developments in the productive forces, he 
cannot be accused, at a metatheoretical level, of reducing interac
tion to work. For his concept of labour is not synonymous with the 
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concept of work. While Marx does understand the unfolding of 
human powers and needs in history in relation to labour, this does 
not entail the collapse of interaction into a narrow instrumentalist 
framework. The referent of labour is always a form of social activity. 

The difficulty of making a categorical distinction between types 
of action is paralleled by the problem of sustaining a radical dis
tinction between different types of science and forms of know
ledge. For although there are significant differences between 
understanding a natural object as an instance of a particular type 
of phenomenon and understanding what a fellow human being 
says – as there are between predicting the behaviour of a natural 
object and a social agent – it seems readily apparent from post-
Kuhnian philosophy of science that no straightforward separation 
can be made between what Habermas calls the ‘empirical-analytic’ 
and the ‘hermeneutic sciences’. The respective forms of knowledge 
of these sciences cannot be adequately grasped by reference to the 
hypothetico-deductive model of explanation and interpretative 
accounts. Hermeneutic problems are central to all attempts to 
comprehend law-like regularities in natural or social phenomena, 
while a knowledge of regularities and a capacity for prediction 
seems an important constitutive element of most forms of inter
pretative knowledge.29 A strong argument can be made that the 
mediation of understanding by explanatory procedures is the typi
cal structure of many scientific disciplines. The case for this has 
been made recently by some of those who defend a network model 
of science.30 

Habermas’s conception of the relationship between knowledge 
and interests is also problematic. To begin his argument he has to 
establish at least three things. In the first place he must establish 
that the ‘action and interest structure’ of the species is of the form 
he claims; but given the difficulty with the distinction between 
work and interaction the distinctions between types of ‘action and 
interest structure’ become equally questionable. Second, Haber
mas must show that the structure of knowledge and explanatory 
claims is as he suggests; but it is hard to see – given the problems 
with his conception of the empirical-analytic and hermeneutic sci
ences – how he could sustain his position. However, even if there 
were no problems with these issues, there would be with the third: 
the need to establish that the ‘action and interest structure’ pro
vides the conditions for the possibility of knowledge. For to argue, 
as Habermas does, that humans have an interest in controlling and 
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manipulating objects in their natural environment and that to ful
fil this they require knowledge of regularities, etc., is not enough 
to establish that this interest is the crucial condition of knowledge, 
or that it is the constitutive basis of an object domain. Certain 
forms of empirical-analytic knowledge do not have any obvious 
relation to technical control. As Mary Hesse has pointed out, 
‘many theories enlarge our pragmatic knowledge (for example, 
about fossils or quasers), without necessarily forming the basis of 
technology’.31 An interest in prediction is not necessarily an inter
est in technical control. There does not seem to be a link between 
predictive knowledge and the technical interest in certain sciences 
and theories. 

Further, Habermas has not provided sufficient arguments to 
demonstrate that a range of orientations we can and do take 
toward nature – contemplative, playful, poetic, mimetic, com
municative – are noncognitive.32 Why should an attitude to our 
own body or to aspects of the external environment which is, for 
example, contemplative or playful, have no cognitive status? Can
not aspects of nature be disclosed subject to an interest in pleasure 
and/or sensuous activity and/or non-technical use? It is not at all 
clear that there are three and only three cognitive interests. To say 
this is not to deny that an interest in prediction and/or control has a 
place in the natural sciences. Nor is it to deny the constitutive role 
of need and desire in knowledge. But to recognize these things is 
quite different from granting a transhistorical role to any particular 
interest(s). 

The whole notion of a ‘quasi-transcendental’ interest can, 
moreover, be called into question. For in attempting to bring 
together a transcendental and naturalistic approach to knowledge, 
Habermas is caught in a dilemma: ‘either nature has the transcen
dental status of a constituted objectivity and cannot, therefore, be 
the ground of the constituting subject; or nature is the ground of 
subjectivity and cannot, therefore, be simply a constituted objec
tivity’.33 His approach appears to grant primacy simultaneously to 
the natural conditions of life – the source of interests and the 
origins of the structure of action – and to the historical world in 
which nature is socially constructed. The theory of cognitive inter
ests appears to entail both an objectivistic ontology of nature and a 
conception of nature as a mere abstraction required by thought. 
Habermas’s attempts to unite these prespectives are not con
vincing.34 
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A number of objections of a different kind can be made to the 
use of psychoanalysis as the model of critical social science. First, it 
is not apparent how far the analogy between psychoanalysis and 
critical social science can be pushed. For example, it may be noted 
that there are problems with Habermas’s conception of the organ
ization of enlightenment as it is envisaged on the model of the 
psychoanalytic dialogue. Central to Freud’s theory of ‘enlighten
ment’ is the process of transference. It is not enough for the 
therapist merely to present a correct interpretation; only if a re-
experience occurs (of the experiences that caused neurosis), can 
the analysand successfully transcend his or her distorted self-
understanding and neurotic behaviour. The crucial question here 
is: what political or social experience can be taken as analogous, 
on the level of social enlightenment, to transference within the 
psychoanalytic situation? Habermas does not analyse this prob
lem. 

One can similarly question the comparability of the structure of 
neurosis and ideology. The production of ideology, unlike that of 
neurosis, requires the concealment or masking of aspects of reality 
in the interests of particular social groups or classes. By seeing 
both ideology and neurosis through a communications paradigm, 
Habermas risks deflecting attention from the specificity of each; 
that is, from the link of neurosis with the dynamic of desire and the 
necessity of repression in the achievement of self-identity, on the 
one hand, and, on the other, the connection of ideology with the 
clash of material interests. 

At a more fundamental level the general applicability of the 
psychoanalytic model can be doubted. In what ways can a dialogue 
between individuals become a model for the analysis of relations 
between classes and groups? How can a relationship which is 
essentially voluntary become the methodological model for under
standing and changing social situations characterized by unequal 
distribution of scarce resources, discrepancies in material interests 
and power relations? As has been noted by one commentator, 

the psychoanalytic encounter . . . places an epoché upon the interests (in 
the usual sense) and involvements of everyday life, and reconstitutes them 
on a symbolic level as components, or deformations, of dialogue. Such a 
framework is thus peculiarly apposite to Habermas’s conceptualization of 
interaction, as ‘communicative interaction’ or symbolic interchange, 
which also abstracts from the ‘material’ context of practical day-to-day 
conduct.35 
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But, given the difficulties with the work/interaction distinction, this 
model of the communicative process is unsatisfactory. Communi
cation in society cannot be conceived in isolation from the ‘world 
of things’. An epoché on this world makes the object of Haber¬ 
mas’s critical science unclear. In his recent work, Legitimation 
Crisis and Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus, it is 
readily apparent that he does not focus his analysis of advanced 
capitalism on the labour process. Is this because the labour process 
is assigned to the sphere of work and, therefore, not subject to 
domination understood as systematically distorted communica
tion? There is much in Habermas’s writings to suggest that he does 
not hold this view. Yet this highly questionable position is an 
implication of his thought as it is currently developed. 

It is necessary for a theory such as Habermas’s to identify the 
subject of emancipation. The questions arise: To whom is critical 
theory addressed? How, in any concrete situation, can critical 
theory be applied? Who is to be the instigator or promoter of 
enlightenment? It is clear that a discussion of these issues is impor
tant if Habermas is to argue successfully that the organization of 
enlightenment at the social level can be fashioned after critical 
theory. His model of the critical project requires that a catalyst and 
agent of social transformation be specified. Yet these issues are 
only discussed at a most abstract level, for instance, in relation to 
the theory of political organization.36 The theory of the relation
ship between theory and political and moral life is undeveloped, as 
are the modes in which this relationship might be enacted. 

Since the development of the theory of communicative com
petence, the relationship between truth claims sustained in dis
course and those vindicated in the process of enlightenment has 
become obscure. It appears now that a ‘rational consensus’ – a 
consensus attained in a context that approximates the ideal speech 
situation –is, for Habermas, the ultimate criterion of truth or of the 
correctness of norms. In Knowledge and Human Interests, how
ever, the process of assessing problematic truth claims is tied 
directly to practice. Theory is tested in and through practice – in 
the struggle to overcome and dissolve barriers to self-reflection. 
Clearly, our capacity to enter a genuine discourse is conditioned by 
emancipatory practice of this kind. But while critical self-reflection 
might be argued to be a necessary condition for discourse (though 
how much self-knowledge one requires is itself a controversial 
issue), it is not a sufficient condition. For the requirements of a 
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rational consensus involve assumptions not only about the indi
vidual’s knowledge-states, but also about the relations between 
individuals. The successful continuation of self-formative proces
ses represents only one condition for the realization of the ‘sym
metry requirement’ and, therefore, of a genuine discourse. 

The issues raised by the discrepancy between the position of 
Knowledge and Human Interests and the later views are not put to 
rest by simply adopting the position taken up by the theory of 
communicative competence. For the ideal speech situation itself is 
not a sufficient condition for a fully open discourse, nor, by exten
sion, for the critical assessment of barriers to this type of discourse 
in society. The conditions of the ideal speech situation fail to cover 
a range of phenomena, from the nature (content) of cultural tradi
tions to the distribution of material resources, which are obviously 
important determinants of the possibility of discourse – and, more 
generally, of a rational, free and just society.37 The difficulties with 
the category of communicative interaction – the problems of con
necting interaction with the world of things – are reproduced here. 

There are other shortcomings with the theory of communicative 
competence. The supposition of the ideal speech situation and, 
therefore, the presence of the ideas of truth and freedom as antici
pations in speech, are argued to be operative in discourse. While it 
seems clear that the idea of an unrestrained discourse is a regula
tive ideal in discourse – it would be a contradictio in adjecto to 
enter discourse without this goal – the claim that all speech is 
oriented to the idea of a genuine consensus is hard to sustain. It is 
not at all obvious, as one critic put it, ‘that anything within the 
various other language games of ordinary language [for example 
poetry, banter] can be said to impel speakers to enter discourse’.38 

For what counts as competent rule usage has been shown by 
Garfinkel and others to vary across social settings.39 The expected 
level of accountability changes with different types of everyday 
practice. The conditions of understanding, one might conjecture, 
are closely tied to the practical purposes and ordinary interests of 
hearers, speakers and other participants; it appears that under
standing is always the understanding of something for particular 
purposes. Why we should take discourse as the model of com
municative action and why we should employ criteria from it for 
the assessment of other spheres of ordinary language communica
tion, remains obscure. 

Additional problems can also be raised concerning the relation 
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of action and discourse. As a form of communication in which the 
constraints of action are suspended, Habermas holds that it is 
possible for individuals in discourse to ‘step outside’ of their web 
of everyday beliefs and commitments. This implies a capacity for a 
complete transformation in psychic states and interests – a capacity 
which would lead one to expect that people could adopt wholly 
new concerns and attitudes in systematic argument. Not only is 
such an expectation unrealistic but it is also fundamentally irrelev
ant.40 The conduct of various forms of discourse, say mathematics, 
seems compatible with a large range of psychological states and 
belief systems. Discourse can proceed if one claim, or a set of 
claims, is picked out from the range of presuppositions one inevit
ably holds in a non-discursive or discursive attitude. Although 
Habermas’s model of discourse and action can be altered to take 
this objection into account, the whole issue links to another serious 
difficulty.41 

While the idea of unconstrained discourse as the regulative prin
ciple of discourse is important, it is not apparent that it generates 
criteria that actually aid the resolution of disputes between com
peting theoretical systems or value positions. How does the 
approach, as one critic put it, 

help us in the face of the great ideological struggles of the age, involving 
religious and anti-religious creeds, nationalist and pan-nationalist doc
trines of all kinds, and all varieties of socialism, liberalism and conservat
ism? How does it help even when trying to decide between the views of, 
say, Herbert Marcuse and John Rawls? For it is precisely the claim of such 
contending doctrines that each advances views which are reasonable and 
rational.42 

Habermas’s conception of discourse and the ideal speech situation 
does not provide a basis or procedure which would unambiguously 
lead to the adoption of one of these positions. At a certain level, 
however, this is not a criticism; since Habermas would argue that 
he is less concerned with particular theoretical and value positions 
which are relative to social and historical contexts, and more with 
the conditions for the possibility of argument as such. That is, his 
project of developing a theory of communication is directed to the 
explication of the nature of understanding, the structure of human 
reason and the conditions of discourse. He is concerned with why 
and how it is that argument and learning are unavoidable in human 
life, and with why and how certain positions are established as true 
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or correct. But to the extent that he claims that from the theory of 
communicative competence one can specify the contours of the 
good and true life, and resolve disputes between, for example, 
Marcuse and Rawls, the questions posed above do raise critical 
issues. For once we have opted for argument, and discourse has 
begun, the old questions re-emerge: Does the symmetry require
ment (the requirement that there should be a symmetrical distribu
tion in chances to select and employ speech acts) set bounds on the 
kinds of theoretical and practical positions that can be established? 
How do we judge the force of the better argument? What kinds of 
evidence can legitimately be employed? How do we solve disputes 
between competing positions claiming to establish objective moral 
and political stances? The symmetry requirement and the notion 
of the force of the better argument do not, as currently elaborated, 
resolve these vital concerns. 

Unresolved problems 

Two central problems are manifest throughout the writings of the 
Frankfurt school and of Habermas. The first concerns the relation 
of critique and history. How can the possibility of critique be sus
tained, if the historical contextuality of knowledge is recognized? 
Or, to put the question somewhat differently, how can critical 
theory at once acknowledge its historicality and yet be critical? 
How can critical theory be part of the movement of history and a 
means of enlightenment? Each of the critical theorists thought it 
was possible to locate a basis for critique – a basis which is both 
part of historical reality and yet not identical with this reality. The 
means for doing this was, as I have tried to show, different for each 
of the theorists. The Horkheimer of the early 1930s pointed to a 
subject that was both a central part of society and yet not identifi
able with the status quo. By articulating and clarifying the emerg
ing consciousness of this subject – the proletariat – critical theory 
conceived itself as an agent of enlightenment in the historical pro
cess. For Adorno (as well as for Horkheimer from the forties) the 
‘concept’ provided the critical wedge for both grasping the real and 
revealing its limitations. Marcuse’s model of critique is grounded 
in human instincts and theory. The former provides access to what 
human beings really desire, while the latter explains why at present 
they cannot recognize their desires. In Habermas’s model, the 
ideal speech situation is the foundation for criticism; it is both 
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anticipated in discourse and yet marks an unrealized actuality. 
There are difficulties, as I have indicated, with each of these 

conceptions of critical theory. While the critical theorists have 
convincingly exposed some of the major flaws of certain traditional 
and conventional approaches to philosophy and social investiga
tion, they have not, in my assessment, adequately demonstrated 
that critical theory has a special theoretical status; that is, they 
have not resolved a whole series of epistemological and 
methodological issues they intended to settle or render redundant. 
The difficulties embodied in each of the models of critical theory 
should not be taken to imply that the critique of ideology, or 
critique generally, has no place in social inquiry. The nature of the 
difficulties do point, however, to the necessity of rethinking the 
way in which critique is understood. 

The second problem concerns theory and practice. It is striking 
that critical theory acknowledges no central revolutionary agent, 
while its proponents seek to develop Marxism. They present a 
revolutionary theory in an age which, on their account, is non-
revolutionary. In so doing, their work exhibits a paradox, particu
larly embarrassing since they maintain that the potentialities for 
human and social change must be historically based: they offer a 
theory of the importance of fundamental social transformation 
which has little basis in social struggle. 

The critical theorists’ expansion of the terms of reference of 
critique and the notion of the political constitute an important step 
in holding together the tensions of their position. But the tensions 
in the main arise from a questionable thesis – a thesis which leads 
them to underestimate both the significance of certain types of 
political struggle and the importance of their own work for these 
struggles. 

One of the main concerns of Frankfurt social theory is to explain 
why revolution, as envisaged by Marx, has not occurred in the 
West. Habermas’s contributions to social theory are predicated, 
much less strongly, on a similar concern. In trying to account for 
the absence of revolution the critical theorists tend, in my view, 
to underrate the complexity of political events. Their assumption 
that change should have occurred through a decisive break with 
the existing order, leads them to give undue weight to the power of 
the forces operating to stabilize society. In attempting to explain 
why what they expected was absent, they exaggerate the capacity 
of ‘the system’ to absorb opposition. As a consequence, critical 
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theory loses sight of a range of important social and political strug
gles both within the West and beyond it – struggles which have 
changed and are continuing to change the face of politics. The 
struggles, for instance, between labour and capital, while not con
stituting a revolutionary situation, show no signs of abating in 
countries like Britain. They continue to impinge on the successful 
reproduction of capitalism. Further, the massive political changes 
in China, Cuba and Vietnam point to a range of political circums
tances which cannot be encompassed within a theory that focuses 
on the Western capitalist nation-state. Neither the implications of 
diverse and changing political movements, nor the importance of 
non-European societies in world politics, are adequately recog
nized by the critical theorists. 

I do not think it is surprising, therefore, that some of the leading 
spokesmen of critical theory were taken aback when they encoun
tered the radical movements of the 1960s. Horkheimer and 
Adorno, in particular, did not recognize the political significance 
of some of the demands of the New Left. (This was not true, of 
course, of Marcuse, for reasons which I hope have become clear in 
the course of this book.) Nonetheless, although they were not 
always able to appreciate the changing constellation of political 
events, their interest in theory and critique, in analysis of the many 
forms of domination which inhibit radical political movements, 
had considerable practical impact. Their work in these domains 
stands, I believe, as an integral and important part of the Marxist 
tradition. 



Appendix The Odyssey 

In the second part of Dialectic of Englightenment, Horkheimer and 
Adorno discuss Homer’s Odyssey. The choice of subject appears 
at first a curious one. But, as I want to show briefly below, it is 
quite consistent with the general concerns, outlined in Chapter 4 
above, of their text. 

Nietzsche’s insight into the dialectic of enlightenment provides 
the basis for Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s interpretation of the 
Odyssey. For them the Odyssey represents an enactment of the 
dialectic – it is not a mere epiphenomenon. There is ‘no work 
which offers more eloquent testimony of the mutual implication of 
enlightenment and myth’. Their hope is to reveal the ‘primal pow
ers’ celebrated in the poem, display its concerns with domination 
and exploitation, and show how, since the beginning of Western 
thought, the struggle for self-preservation and autonomy has been 
linked to sacrifice, renunciation and repression. Within the Ger
man idealist tradition the Homeric tale was often thought to anti
cipate or portray an ideal unity of subject and object, culture and 
nature, universal and particular. For Horkheimer and Adorno, the 
Odyssey is a tale about the development of human subjectivity and 
culture and about the trials which face enlightened reason. The 
poem’s central character exemplifies both the general and a par
ticular form of the struggle for liberation from nature – the self-
positing, autonomous subject and the bourgeois individual. In 
demonstrating, in contradistinction to a host of classical interpreta
tions, that Homer did not simply describe and praise the life and 
times of a Greek hero, they sought to emancipate the writings of 
the first great poet of the Western world from ideology. 

Odysseus is the poem’s hero. He represents the individual 
struggling for a life independent of the immediate vicissitudes of 
fate and temptation. His ‘lot’ is a continuous fight against the 
diversity which threatens all unity – that is, the individual ego is 
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constantly tested in a variety of situations. His adventures and 
confrontations with, for example, the beautiful goddess Circe, the 
temptations of the Sirens or of the Lotus and the cattle of Hype
rion are continual challenges to his potential autonomy. Where 
there are allurements and dangers, and where impulse or instinct 
governs action, the would-be developed subject is threatened with 
destruction. To insure his self-preservation he must pursue a 
purely pragmatic policy of self-interest. Only through repression 
of instincts and continual sacrifice – a ‘denial of nature in man for 
the sake of domination over non-human nature and over other 
men’ – can Odysseus survive. This very denial, ‘the nucleus of all 
civilizing rationality’, is the ‘germ-cell’ of the bourgeois individual. 
In fact, Odysseus is its prototype.1 He is the self who saves his life 
by always restraining himself and ‘forgetting’ his immediate 
needs.2 He survives through repression of inner nature and con
sciously contrived adaptation to outer nature. 
The nimble-witted survives only at the price of his own dream, which he 
wins only by demystifying himself as well as the powers without. He can 
never have everything; he has always to wait, to be patient, to do without; 
he may not taste the lotus or eat the cattle of the Sun-god Hyperion, and 
when he steers between the rocks he must count on the loss of the men 
whom Skylla plucks from the boat. He just pulls through; struggle is his 
survival; and all the fame that he and the others win in the process serves 
merely to confirm that the title of hero is only gained at the price of the 
abasement and mortification of the instinct for . . . undivided happiness.3 

He masters nature by rational calculation. The formula for his 
cunning is that of the ‘instrumental spirit’. Odysseus represents 
rationality against the power of fate. But his rationality assumes a 
restrictive form – it meets the constant presence of nature only 
through subjective (instrumental) reason. 

The voyage from Troy to Ithaca reveals the ‘space whose meas
ure the self must take’. Odysseus might be thought of as powerless 
when faced with domination of the gods of mythic fate on the one 
side, and temptation, the weakness of the will on the other. Both 
threaten the individual’s course. But both are not simply givens. 
Odysseus, as rational individual and as captain of his ship, acts ‘as 
sacrifice and priest at one and the same time. By calculating his 
own sacrifice, he effectively negates the power to whom the 
sacrifice is made. In this way he redeems the life he had forfeited’.4 

Sacrifice represents, on Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s account, one 
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of the earlist forms of rational exchange. Through it people gain a 
device by ‘which the gods may be mastered’. Odysseus never 
chooses to engage in direct conflict with the mythic forces. Rather, 
he engages with them through sacrificial ceremonies which he 
dares not contravene. The ceremonies are preconditions of his 
own rational decision. The ‘magical pattern of rational exchange’ 
renders possible a certain degree of control over nature, over its 
forces of repetition. The gods ‘are overthrown by the very system 
by which they are honored’.5 

For Horkheimer and Adorno, Odysseus’ behaviour is also 
‘reminiscent of the casual barterer’, who takes a risk, steps outside 
tradition and the domestic economy (the casual process of 
exchange between private households), and embarks for unknown 
lands and possible riches. His adventurous spirit, when measured 
against the prevailing agricultural mores, contains elements of 
apparent unconventionality. Yet, ‘the wily solitary is already homo 
oeconomicus . . . hence the Odyssey is already a Robinsonade’.6 

Like Robinson Crusoe, Odysseus makes the most of his weak 
position. Through reason and wit he survives and pursues his 
goals. Furthermore, the very weakness of his position acts as an 
ideology to advance his interests. His 
defencelessness against the breakers is of the same stamp as the traveller’s 
justification of his enrichment at the expense of the . . . savage. . . . the 
possibility of failure becomes the postulate of a moral excuse for profit. 
From the standpoint of the developed exchange society and its indivi
duals, the adventures of Odysseus are an exact representation of the risks 
which mark out the road to success.7 

As a result of ceremony and sacrifice, death is staved off. As a 
result of self-control and the fulfilment of the moral code (aristoc
ratic and familial purity), temptation is overcome. As a result of 
both economic and military risk, glory is pursued and Odysseus 
becomes a hero. 

The hero of the Odyssey ‘lives by the original constitutive prin
ciple of civil society’. The other side of the coin of his success and 
knowledge is other people’s misery and ignorance. Nowhere is this 
better illustrated than in the encounter with the Sirens.8 In legend 
it was held to be impossible to escape the allurement of their 
beautiful song: once the song of pleasure is heard the self is lost. 
For Homer, the Sirens know ‘everything that has ever happened’. 
In exchange for their knowledge they ‘demand the future’. It is the 
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price that has to be paid for one who seeks to live in the memories 
of the past. The Sirens represent one of the great temptations that 
threaten the ‘I’ in all stages of development. The temptation ‘to 
lose the self has always been there with the blind determination to 
maintain it’.9 The boundary between self and destruction has 
always been fragile. Odysseus, warned by Circe, knows of the 
dangers ahead. He discovers two ways to escape. For his men he 
prescribes the plugging of their ears with wax. When his ship pas
ses the Sirens they are prevented from hearing the song. They 
must simply ‘row with all their strength’. Odysseus, of course, 
listens and escapes. He hears the melody of temptation but is tied 
to the mast and impotent to respond. The Sirens episode symbol
izes the mode in which crews, servants and labourers produce their 
oppressor’s life together with their own.10 Odysseus’ men ‘must be 
fresh and concentrate as they look ahead, and must ignore what
ever lies to one side. They . . . cannot enjoy their labour because it 
is performed under pressure, in desperation, with senses stopped 
by force. The servant remains enslaved in body and soul’.11 Their 
master neither labours nor succumbs to the temptation of immedi
ate gratification. He indulges in the beauty of the song. But the 
Sirens’ voices become ‘mere objects of contemplation – become 
art’. He is a passive listener at a concert. Thus while Odysseus can 
enjoy culture and art his pleasure doesn’t lead to action. The 
capacity for the appreciation of culture and manual labour ‘break 
apart’. 

If Odysseus is a prototype of the bourgeois individual a great 
deal of the Odyssey is an anticipation of things to come. Phases of 
the journey homeward can be taken to represent stages in the 
history of civilization and the ‘introversion of sacrifice’. Odysseus 
struggles to master nature and people. He seeks access to treasures 
and bounty through mimesis. By imitating nature he learns to 
adapt to it. But the ‘subjective spirit [instrumental reason] which 
cancels the animation of nature can master a despiritualized nature 
only by imitating its rigidity and despiritualizing itself in turn’.12 In 
learning to imitate, Odysseus learns renunciation. Survival 
depends on the suppression of a range of needs and on the frequent 
treatment of fellow humans as objects. As he becomes aware 
of some of nature’s regularities he also learns of some of its viol
ence. In imitating nature’s rigidity he himself becomes rigid. He 
treats his crew as he treats his knowledge of the weather – they are 
all, ultimately, means to his end. His enlightenment ‘enters into 
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the service of domination’. A few examples can usefully illustrate 
this theme. 

One of Odysseus’ first encounters is with the Lotus-eaters. Their 
land offers many of the opportunities Marx associated with primi
tive communism. Once the lotus has been eaten people sink into a 
harmonious relationship with their environment. But the harmony 
and happiness created are not the work of self-conscious labour. 
Rather they reflect an organic, impulsive unity between man and 
nature. As Horkheimer and Adorno put it, ‘for adherents of the 
rationale of self-preservation . . . this kind of idyll . . . is impermiss
ible’. For Odysseus the happiness offered by the lotus is ‘more 
illusion, a dull vegetation . . . and at best only the absence of the 
awareness of misfortune’.13 But for his crew the illusion promises, 
at least, a certain contentment. Some want to stay. Odysseus’ 
response is immediate. He forces them back to the boats. He acts 
in the interest of self-conscious preservation: he seeks a reflected 
unity between men and nature – a genuine homecoming. Admir 
able as his enterprise may seem one cannot but be ambivalent 
about his achievement. The goal which he pursues will never be 
within the grasp of the ordinary crewmen, and in forcing them to 
submit to his will, he denies them one of the few opportunities they 
have encountered to escape from misery and toil. 

Odysseus’ ship sails on. The next island to which they are driven 
is the home of the Cyclops Polyphemus – the giant with a 
‘cartwheel-sized’ eye. Cyclops embodies aspects of the prehistoric 
world. Yet, in terms of history, he represents ‘in comparison to 
Lotus-eaters . . . a later stage in world development – the barbaric 
age proper, one of hunters and herdsmen’.14 For Homer Cyclops is 
a ‘lawless-minded monster’. The giant cave-dweller lives according 
to brute egoism. He is part of a ‘society’ which is already patriar¬ 
chical, grounded on the subjection of the physically weaker; it is a 
disorderly world which is not yet organized, albeit in an alienated 
manner, ‘by the yardstick of fixed property and its hierarchy’. 

By refusing to leave the island early, a result of Odysseus’ stub
born curiosity, Cyclops captures our ‘hero’ and some of his best 
men. Odysseus only escapes by trickery. He attempts to befriend 
the giant and tells him his name is ‘No-man’. He offers the giant 
wine. When Cyclops is drunk and asleep, Odysseus and his crew
men blind him. Cyclops cries out in pain and, as Odysseus calcu
lated, he answers his tribesmen’s inquiry ‘as to the source of his 
anguish’ by saying that ‘No-man’ had hurt him. Thus, the other 
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giants return home and Odysseus avoids punishment and slips 
away. 

In myth ‘ the word must have direct power over fact, expression 
and intention penetrate one another’.15 To the giant ‘No-man’ was 
Odysseus’ name. The adventurer cunningly exploits the distinction 
between name and object, word and thing. The trick worked. But 
Odysseus’ self-assertion is also – as it has been for Western people 
– a form of self-denial. He only establishes an identity by denying 
his identity and, once again, does this at the expense of the lives of 
some of his crew. 

The Odyssey provides many illustrations of the way in which 
reason collapses into repressive and mythical forms. Odysseus’ 
encounter with the magical goddess Circe reveals aspects of these 
forms and explores them in relation to sexuality. Circe symbolizes 
much of what is attractive and fearful for men in women. She is 
ascribed magical qualities. Magic has often been a symbol of the 
power (the ‘secret’ power) of women. Circe’s beauty enthralls 
those of Odysseus’ crew that have been sent to explore her island. 
She tempts them to ‘give themselves up to instinct’.16 She promises 
happiness and fulfilment but threatens autonomy. Those who give 
themselves up to Circe’s powers are transformed into peaceful, 
wild animals. (‘The animal form of the tempted man has always 
been associated with a reversion to basic impulse.’)17 They are not 
actually hurt or injured. 

The mythic commandment to which they succumb liberates at the same 
time the repressed nature in them. The repression of instinct that makes 
them individuals . . . and separates them from animals, was the introver
sion of repression in the hopelessly closed cycle of nature. . . . But because 
they have already been men, the civilized epic cannot represent what has 
happened to them as anything other than unseemly degradation.18 

The temptress is, however, vulnerable; her power ‘comes to her 
only by male mediation’. As such she is open to male domination. 
Odysseus resists her magic (on the advice of another goddess). 
Eventually he sleeps with her but only after he has extracted an 
oath that secures his protection. Thus the goddess ‘shows herself to 
be the first female character’.19 Through a ‘contractually protected 
exchange’ she becomes powerless. Marriage itself represents a 
later stage in the development and stabilization of the patriarchical 
order. Odysseus’ ultimate return to his wife, Penelope, marks a 
return ‘to pleasure in the fixed order of life and property’. The 
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encounter with Circe marks an early but clear stage in women’s 
(and Odysseus’ ) homecoming. 

Homeland, is of course, the telos of the Homeric journey. It 
symbolizes ‘the state of having escaped’. The idea of being home is 
a primary source of Odysseus’ motivation and drive. Throughout 
the Odyssey homeland is opposed to myth. Odysseus longs for 
‘oneness’, a sense of ‘wholeness’ and the ‘settled life’. In philhel
lenic and fascist interpretations the longing has often been associ
ated with an impulse to return ‘to a lost antiquity’. But for Hork¬ 
heimer and Adorno this interpretation is quite wrong. The ‘law of 
Homeric escape’ reveals ‘eloquent discourse itself . . . and the pos
sibility of retaining in memory the disaster that has occured’ .20 This 
is why the ‘hero’ is so frequently introduced as narrator. Reason, 
reflection and remembrance ultimately triumph over the repres
sive forms they have taken. Odysseus’ return, anticipating the 
possible homecoming of Western human beings, is to a life 
‘wrested from myth’. His home, however, does not allow us to 
forget the horror of his journey. Nor do we forget that the home is 
his. The Odyssean homecoming might promise reconciliation be
tween people and nature, and between people and one another, but 
it remains a promise – it awaits actualization. 
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1950s in light of Marcuse’s encounter with Freud. The concept of 
labour was enriched by psychoanalytic categories. 

51 Marcuse, Reason and Revolution, p. 295. 
52 ibid., p. 276. 
53 For a discussion of these notions, ibid., pp. 273–87. cf. Bertell Oil

man, Alienation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1973). 
Marcuse’s discussion focuses on the worker’s alienation from his or 
her product and activities. 

54 Marcuse, Reason and Revolution, p. 282. 
55 ibid., p. 314. 
56 ibid., p. 287 (and quoting Marx, The German Ideology, p. 64). 
57 Marcuse, Reason and Revolution, pp. 261–92. 
58 ibid., pp. 288–9. Marx’s idea of a rational society is one in which, 

according to Marcuse, ‘the universal satisfaction of all individual 
potentialities . . . constitutes the principle of social organization’. 

59 ibid., p. 315. 
60 ibid., p. 317. 
61 ibid., p. 313. 
62 ibid., pp. 321–2. The rest, Marcuse states, cannot be specified in 

advance: ‘it is the task of man’s liberated activity’. It belongs to the 
project of self-creation. 

63 ibid., p. 321. 
64 Critical theory is, then, grounded in a notion of truth that is both of 

practice – an expression of the essence of labour – and irreducible to 
its manifestations at any given historical moment. Marcuse’s claim 
seems to be that if one has a theory of labour that is based on a 
conception of the essence of human beings as free, on creative 
labour, and on a theory of history which demonstrates that history is 
the progressive development toward the realization of the (poten
tial) essence, then a theory which shows how and why history is as it 
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is and why human beings can (and should) fulfil their essence, is a 
better or truer theory. 

65 ibid., p. 322. 
66 Eros and Civilization, pp. 113–14. 
67 ibid. 
68 ibid., p. 18. 
69 ibid., p. 130. 
70 H. Marcuse, One Dimensional Man (Boston: Beacon Press 1964), p. 

236. 
71 cf. ibid., pp. 157–8. This has occurred, in Marcuse’s opinion, since 

Galileo’s time. See my earlier discussion of instrumental reason and 
positivism for the background to this view (pp. 160–74 above). 

72 Marcuse, One Dimensional Man, p. 158. 
73 Marcuse, Counterrevolution and Revolt (Boston: Beacon Press 

1972), p. 60. 
74 ibid., p. 66. 
75 ibid., p. 61. 
76 Marcuse, ‘The concept of essence’, in Negations, pp. 70–1. Marcuse 

reminds his reader that ‘in truth, an a priori element is at work here, 
but one confirming the historicity of the concept of essence. It leads 
back into history rather than out of it. The immemorially acquired 
image of essence was formed in mankind’s historical experience, 
which is preserved in the present form of reality, so that it can be 
‘remembered’ and ‘refined’ to the status of essence. All historical 
struggles for a better organization of the impoverished conditions of 
existence, as well as all of suffering mankind’s religious and ethical 
ideal conceptions of a more just order of things, are preserved in the 
dialectical concept of the essence of man, where they have become 
elements of the historical practice linked to dialectical theory’ (ibid., 
p. 75). 

77 ibid., p. 72. 
78 cf. Marcuse’s ‘Freedom and the historical imperative’ (1969) in his 

Studies in Critical Philosophy, p. 213. 
79 Marcuse, ‘The concept of essence’, p. 73. 
80 ibid., p. 74. 
81 ibid., p. 78. 
82 Marcuse, One Dimensional Man, p. 220. 
83 ibid., p. 252. 

9 Introduction to Habermas 
1 There are a number of important exceptions to this. See particularly 

Thomas McCarthy, The Critical Theory of Jürgen Habermas (Lon
don: Hutchinson 1978), and Anthony Giddens, ‘Habermas’ critique 
of hermeneutics’, in his Studies in Social and Political Theory (Lon-
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don: Hutchinson 1977). During the winter of 1975 I wrote a mono
graph with Larry Simon entitled ‘Understanding Habermas’. If it 
were not for this joint work I would not have had the opportunity to 
clarify many of the problems Habermas addresses. 

2 Albrecht Wellmer, Critical Theory of Society, trans. John Cumming 
(New York: Seabury Press 1974), p. 53. 

3 For an elaboration of these arguments see chapter 10 below, cf. J. 
Habermas, Towards a Rational Society: Student Protest, Science and 
Politics, trans. Jeremy J. Shapiro (London: Heinemann 1971); 
Theory and Practice, trans. John Viertel (abridged edition of 4th 
German ed. of Theorie and Praxis) (London: Heinemann 1974), 
especially pp. 3–6, 195–9; and Legitimation Crisis, trans. Thomas 
McCarthy (London: Heinemann 1976). One of Habermas’s earliest 
works, as yet untranslated, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit [Struc
tural transformation of the Public Sphere] (Neuwied: Luchterhand 
1962), is an important source of many of these views. 

4 Habermas, Towards a Rational Society, p. 101. 
5 ibid., pp. 63–4, 106–7. As Habermas put it (in words which could 

have been written by either Horkheimer, Adorno or Marcuse), ‘the 
manifest domination of the authoritarian state gives way to the man
ipulative compulsions of technical-operational administration’ 
(ibid., p. 107). 

6 ibid., p. 103. 
7 In his important essay, ‘Technology and science as “ideology”’, pub

lished in Towards a Rational Society, Habermas rejects Marcuse’s 
view of modern science and technology as inherently ideological. He 
finds in this a romantic element which cannot be justified. In con
tradistinction to Marcuse, Habermas interprets science and technol
ogy as part of the ‘project’ of the human species as a whole which 
cannot be historically surpassed. 

8 J. Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, trans. J. Shapiro 
(London: Heinemann 1971), p. 285. 

9 See Habermas’s ‘Moralentwicklung und Ich-Identität’ [Moral 
development and ego identity], in his Zur Rekonstruktion des His¬ 
torischen Materialismus (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp 1976), pp. 63–91. cf. 
Alfred Lorenzer, Sprachzerstörung und Rekonstruction [Speech 
Destruction and Reconstruction], (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp 1970), and 
Kritik des psychoanalytischen Symbolbegriffs [Critique of the 
psychoanalytical concept of symbols] (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp 1970), 
for the basis of Habermas’s interpretation of Freud. 

10 Knowledge and Human Interests appeared in 1973 with a postscript 
which highlights some of the new positions. The postscript was also 
published in Philosophy of the Social Sciences, vol. 3 (1975), pp. 
157–89. (References below are to this publication.) 

11 His changing relation to Hegel can, I think, be detected by compar-
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ing his two contributions to Adorno et al., The Positivist Dispute in 
German Sociology, trans. Glyn Adey and D. Frisby (London: 
Heinemann 1969). 

12 Habermas, Towards a Rational Society, p. 113. 
13 ibid. 
14 See Habermas, Zur Logic der Sozialwissenschaften (Frankfurt: 

Suhrkamp 1970); Knowledge and Human Interests; and Theory and 
Practice. Knowledge and Human Interests is the most important text 
for the development of the theory of cognitive interests. See also, 
however, ‘A Postscript to Knowledge and Human Interests’, for 
important clarifications to the theory. For a concise statement of a 
position close to Habermas, see Apel, ‘The a priori of communica
tions and the foundations of the humanities’, Man and World, vol. 5 
(February 1972). 

15 See Habermas, ‘On systematically distorted communication’, 
Inquiry, vol. 13 (1970), and ‘Towards a theory of communicative 
competence’, Inquiry, vol. 13 (1970). (These two articles are 
reprinted H. P. Dreitzel (ed.), Recent Sociology, New York 1972, 
vol. 2). Of particular importance for recent developments of the 
theory are Legitimation Crisis, pt 3; ‘Wahrheitstheorien’ [Theories 
of truth] in Helmut Fahrenbach, Wirklichkeit und Reflexion: zum 
sechzigsten Geburtstag für Walter Schulz (Pfüllingen 1973); ‘Was 
heisst Universal Pragmatik?’ [What is universal pragmatics?], in 
Karl-Otto Apel, Sprachpragmatik und Philosophie (Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp 1976). For an English version of part of the latter, see 
‘Some distinctions in universal pragmatics’, Theory and Society, no. 
3 (1976). An excellent summary of the (as yet developed) theory of 
communicative competence, with some useful criticism, is Thomas 
A. McCarthy, ‘A theory of communicative competence’, Philosophy 
of Social Science, vol. 3, no. 2 (1973); reprinted in Paul Connerton 
(ed.), Critical Sociology (Harmondsworth: Penguin 1976). 

16 Trent Schroyer, The Critique of Domination (New York: George 
Brazillier 1973) p. 163. 

17 See the ‘Postscript to Knowledge and Human Interests’, Philosophy 
of Social Science, pp. 161–8, 186. These are extremely complex 
terms which Habermas does not always use consistently. I will dis
cuss them at greater length throughout the next three chapters. 

18 See McCarthy, The Critical Theory of Jürgen Habermas, pp. 16–40, 
for an excellent discussion of these categories. 

19 cf. ‘Historical materialism and the development of normative struc
tures’ and ‘Toward a reconstruction of historical materialism’, now 
in Habermas, Communication and the Evolution of Society, trans. 
Thomas McCarthy (Boston: Beacon Press 1979; London: 
Heinemann). 
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10 Discourse, science and society 

1 See J. Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit (Neuwied: 
Luchterhand 1962). For a useful summary of some of the main 
themes of this book see ‘The public sphere: an encyclopedia article’ 
(1964), trans. Sara Lennox and Frank Lennox, New German Criti
que, no. 3 (Fall 1974), pp. 49–53. 

2 ‘The public sphere’, p. 49. 
3 In his more recent work on truth Habermas develops this idea. He 

holds that it is the formal conditions of possible consensus forma
tion, rather than ultimate reasons or grounds, which possess the 
legitimatory force for statements and opinions. See ‘Legitimations-
probleme im modernen Staat’ [Legitimation problems in the mod
ern state] in Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus 
(Frankfurt: Suhrkamp 1976), pp. 271–303, and in Communication 
and the Evolution of Society. cf. chapter 12 below. 

4 The particular courses this took in different European societies are 
traced by Habermas in chapter 3 of Strukturwandel der Öffentlich
keit. 

5 ‘This transformed the newspaper business. A new element emerged 
between the gathering and publication of news: the editorial staff. 
But for the newspaper publisher it meant that he changed from a 
vendor of recent news to a dealer in public opinion’ (Karl Bücher, 
quoted by Habermas in ‘The public sphere’, p. 53). 

6 ‘The public sphere’, pp. 52–3. 
7 This change, Habermas claims, began in England, France and the 

United States in the 1830s. 
8 ‘The public sphere’, p. 54 (amended translation). 
9 ibid., p. 55. 

10 The relevant essays in Theory and Practice, trans. J. Viertel (Lon
don: Heinemann 1974), include, ‘Between philosophy and science: 
Marxism as critique’, and ‘Dogmatism, reason and decision: on 
theory and praxis in our scientific civilization’. 

11 Towards a Rational Society, trans. J. Shapiro (London: Heinemann 
1971), pp. 100ff. 

12 ibid., p. 104. 
13 It is no longer meaningful, Habermas writes, ‘to calculate the 

amount of capital investment in research and development on the 
basis of the value of unskilled (simple) labour power, when 
scientific-technical progress has become an independent source of 
surplus value, in relation to which the only source of surplus value 
considered by Marx, namely the labour power of the immediate 
producers, plays an ever smaller role’ (ibid., p. 104). 

14 ibid., p. 102. 
15 ibid., p. 105. 
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16 ibid., pp. 102–3. 
17 ibid., p. 105. 
18 ibid., p. 111. 
19 ibid., p. 112. 
20 ibid., pp. 59–60. cf. p. 105. 
21 Habermas, ‘Dogmatism, reason and decision: on theory and praxis 

in our scientific civilization’, p. 270. 
22 ibid., pp. 270–6. 
23 ibid., p. 272. 
24 Luhmann maintains that, given the increasing complexity of the 

social world and the ever widening range of alternatives open to 
societies to deal with their problems, only on the level of systems 
analysis can a theory and methodology be found which is adequate 
to the rational control of society. The real danger facing society is, 
according to him, systems overload. For Luhmann this means that 
(a) systems integration be treated as independent of social integra
tion, (b) the administrative system be freed of restrictions from the 
legitimation system, and (c) the administrative system not be 
required to respond to participatory input (since democracy is no 
longer rational). This programme leads to a comprehensive-non-
participatory planning approach according to which ‘. . . there is no 
class of problems whose solution would, in principle, force the 
administration to run against the limits of its capacity’. See J. 
Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, trans. T. McCarthy (London: 
Heinemann 1976), pp. 130–42, for a summary of his response to 
Luhmann’s position. See also J. Habermas and N. Luhmann, 
Theorie Der Gesellschaft oder Sozialtechnologie – Was leistet die 
Systemforschung? [Theory of Society or Social Technology – What 
does Systems Analysis Contribute?] (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp 1971), 
for the original exchange of views. Several volumes of commentary 
and discussion by others were stimulated by this exchange. 

25 Towards a Rational Society, p. 108. cf. Claus Offe, ‘Political author
ity and class structure’, in P. Connerton (ed.), Critical Sociology 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin 1976), pp. 388–421. 

26 Towards a Rational Society, pp. 107–9 (my emphasis). 
27 ibid., p. 109. 
28 cf. Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, trans. J. Shapiro 

(London: Heinemann 1971), chs. 2, 3, and ‘Historical materialism 
and the development of normative structures’, and ‘Toward a recon
struction of historical materialism’ in Communication and the Evolu
tion of Society, trans. T. McCarthy (London: Heinemann 1979). 

29 ‘Historical materialism and the development of normative struc
tures’, p. 95. 

30 Habermas analyses these two strands in Marx’s account of the self-
formative process in terms of what he calls, respectively, the Kantian 
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and Fichtean moments. I shall discuss these in the next chapter. 
31 Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, p. 55. 
32 Habermas, ‘Labour and interaction: remarks on Hegel’s Jena 

Philosophy of Mind’, in Theory and Practice, pp. 168–9. 
33 Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, p. 45. 
34 ‘Scientism’, as Habermas uses the term, connotes the equation of 

knowledge with science. 
35 cf. ‘Literaturbericht zur philosophishen Diskussion um Marx und 

Marxismus’ [Literature report on the philosophical discussion about 
Marx and Marxism (1957)], in Theorie und Praxis (Frankfurt: Suhr¬ 
kamp 1974), pp. 387–463. 

36 Habermas is particularly anxious to confront the codification of his
torical materialism presented by such figures as Stalin. See ‘Toward 
a reconstruction of historical materialism’, pp. 130–1. cf. J. Stalin, 
Dialectical and Historical Materialism. 

37 Habermas rejects the view that Marx and Engels only attached to 
this doctrine ‘the claim to a heuristic’. Its status as a theory of evolu
tion was, he asserts, suggested by them as well as by subsequent 
Marxian thinkers. See ‘Towards a reconstruction of historical mater
ialism’ . 

38 Habermas, ‘Historical materialism and the development of norma
tive structures’, pp. 97–8. 

39 Habermas, ‘Towards a reconstruction of historical materialism’, p. 
133. 

40 cf. Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, pp. 10–11. Habermas’s analysis 
of language will be elaborated in Chapter 12. 

41 ‘Toward a reconstruction of historical materialism’, p. 139. 
42 A sixth – the Asiatic mode of production – was later inserted into the 

scheme. See ibid., p. 139. 
43 ibid., p. 140. How exactly Habermas conceives this will be clarified 

below. 
44 ibid., p. 141. 
45 ibid., pp. 150–2. 
46 ibid., pp. 153–4. 
47 ibid., p. 154. 
48 ibid., p. 144 (my emphasis). 
49 ibid., p. 146. 
50 ibid., p. 148. 
51 Lawrence Kohlberg, ‘Stage and sequence: the cognitive-

developmental approach to socialization’, in David A. Goslin (ed.), 
Handbook of Socialization Theory and Research (Chicago: Rand 
McNally 1969), p. 353. 

52 Habermas, ‘Moral development and ego identity’, in Communica
tion and the Evolution of Society, pp. 220–1, n. 9. Habermas is well 
aware that the insights of ontogenesis cannot be simply applied to 
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social evolution. See pp. 278 ff. below, and ‘Historical materialism 
and the development of normative structures’. 

53 Habermas cites the work of Arnold Gehlen as providing a plausible 
starting point for an account of the logic of technological develop
ment. cf. A. Gehlen, ‘Anthropologische Ansicht der Tecknik’ 
[Anthropological perspective on Technology] in H. Freyer et al. 
Tecknik im technischen Zeitalter (Dusseldorf: Schilling 1965). 

54 See Jean Piaget, The Principles of Genetic Epistemology (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press 1972). 

55 ‘Toward a reconstruction of historical materialism’, p. 169. 
56 ‘Historical materialism and the development of normative struc

tures’, p. 98. 
57 See Knowledge and Human Interests, chs. 10–12. 
58 ibid., pp. 214–90. In particular, Habermas draws on Freud’s Civil

ization and Its Discontents, The Future of an Illusion, and the New 
Introductory Lectures. 

59 T. Schroyer, The Critique of Domination (New York: George Brazil¬ 
ler 1973), p. 154. 

60 This is a point Habermas makes a good deal of in his most recent 
writing. 

61 Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, p. 276. 
62 ibid., p. 279. 
63 Schroyer, The Critique of Domination, p. 155. 
64 See Habermas, ‘Moral development and ego identity’. 
65 Several reasons are given for thinking that ontogenetic models are 

useful. First, the reproduction of society, Habermas argues, is 
dependent upon the reproduction of competent members of society; 
and individual identity formation is inextricably intertwined with 
forms of social integration. Second, although ontogenetic models are 
more satisfactorily corroborated than their evolutionary counter
parts, ‘ i t should not surprise us’, Habermas holds, ‘that there are 
homologous structures of consciousness in the history of the species, 
if we consider that linguistically established intersubjectivity of 
understanding marks that innovation in species history which first 
made possible the level of socio-cultural learning. At this level the 
reproduction of society and the socialization of its members are two 
aspects of the same process; they are dependent on the same struc
tures’ (‘Historical materialism and the development of normative 
structures’, p. 99). The structures of linguistically established inter
subjectivity are conditions of both personality and social forms. 
While personalities can be thought of in terms of abilities to speak 
and act, social systems can be regarded ‘as networks of communica
tive actions’. Following Piaget, Habermas holds that abilities and 
action competencies are ‘formed in a simultaneously constructive 
and adaptive confrontation of the subject with his environment’. 
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Third, if we examine the competencies of socialized individuals and 
social institutions for general characteristics, the same structures of 
consciousness are, Habermas contends, revealed. (Illustrations of 
this are given below.) cf. ‘Historical materialism and the develop
ment of normative structures’, pp. 98ff. 

66 ‘Towards a reconstruction of historical materialism’, p. 154. There 
is, in fact, Habermas maintains, an interdependence between 
‘societal learning’ which is crystallized in social structures – in prin
ciples of organization – and individual learning. The cognitive 
development of individuals takes place under specific social condi
tions. Rationality structures embodied in institutions like the family 
are, at least initially, absorbed and adapted to by children. On the 
other hand, social structures are changed by socialized individuals. 
As a consequence, the basic concepts of Habermas’s approach to the 
study of action systems can be thought of in two ways: ‘they can be 
understood either as concepts of competence – acquired in stages – 
of speaking and acting subjects who grow into a symbolic universe, 
or as concepts of the infrastructure of the action system itself (ibid., 
p. 155). 

67 ‘Historical materialism and the development of normative struc
tures’, p. 100. 

68 ibid., pp 100–2. 
69 ibid., pp. 106. 
70 ibid. The discussion of Legitimation Crisis at the end of this chapter 

will elaborate on these issues. 
71 By group or collective identity Habermas means ‘reference groups 

which are essential to the identity of their members, which are in a 
certain way “ascribed” to individuals, cannot be freely chosen by 
them, and which have a continuity that extends beyond the life¬ 
historical perspectives of their members’ (ibid., p. 108). 

72 ibid., pp. 106–11. 
73 ibid., p. 116. 
74 cf. ibid., pp. 111–14. 
75 cf. L. Kohlberg, ‘From is to ought: how to commit the naturalistic 

fallacy and get away with it in the study of moral development’, in T. 
Mischel (ed.), Cognitive Development and Epistemology (New 
York: Academic Press 1971), especially pp. 163–80. 

76 ‘Toward a reconstruction of historical materialism’, p. 156. 
77 T. McCarthy, The Critical Theory of Jürgen Habermas (Hutchinson, 

pp. 252–3). This is a summary of Habermas’s view as set out in 
‘Toward a reconstruction of historical materialism’, pp. 156–8. 

78 ‘Historical materialism and the development of normative struc
tures’, pp. 117–22. 

79 ibid., p. 120. 
80 ibid., p. 98. 
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81 ibid., p. 123. The methodological framework employed to support 

this position is discussed in the next section and in the following two 
chapters. 

82 Habermas, ‘Geschichte und Evolution’ [History and Evolution], in 
Zur Rekonstruktion des Historischen Materialismus, p. 235. 

83 cf. ‘Hstorical materialism and the development of normative struc
tures’, p. 122. 

84 ibid., pp. 121–2. 
85 ‘Toward a reconstruction of historical materialism’, pp. 164–5. 
86 See especially ‘Toward a reconstruction of historical materialism’, 

Theory and Society, vol. 2, no. 3 (Fall 1975), pp. 294–300. 
87 Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, p. 4. 
88 ibid. 
89 In the analysis of social life, particularly at the level of social sys

tems, Habermas draws inspiration from a variety of approaches, 
including structuralism, genetic structuralism and functional ism. 
Structuralism supplies a number of important insights about the 
logic of deep structures, although it is criticized for failing to grasp 
‘the pattern of structure-forming processes; (‘Toward a reconstruc
tion of historical materialism’, p. 169). Genetic structuralism, as 
elaborated by Piaget, contributes a number of key ideas. Piaget’s 
investigations of the ‘development-logic behind the process in which 
structures are formed, builds a bridge’, on Habermas’s account, ‘ to 
historical materialism’. Important clues are provided as to how dif
ferent modes of production can be brought under ‘abstract 
developmental-logical viewpoints’ (ibid., p. 169). Functionalism 
offers ‘useful instruments’ for analysing ‘systems problems that over
load a structurally limited steering capacity and trigger crises that 
endanger the systems continued existence’ (‘Historical materialism 
and the development of normative structures’, p. 125). As such it 
aids the investigation of the conditions which make possible the 
transition from one stage of development to another and, generally, 
of the objective conditions of action. (Habermas cites Offe’s work as 
having shown how systems-theoretic concepts and hypotheses can 
be used precisely for the analysis of crises.) The functionalist model, 
however, cannot be simply appropriated; for its validity, Habermas 
stresses in a number of essays, is severely undermined by a series of 
unreflected presuppositions about central aspects of social life. 

In order to explain an element by reference to the function it 
fulfils in the maintenance of a system it is necessary to be able to: 
identify precisely the boundaries and goal-states of the system; 
determine the system’s functional prerequisites as well as the alter
native ways these can be satisfied (cf. Habermas, Zur Logik der 
Sozialwissenschaften, pp. 164–84). While these conditions can be 
met for certain natural organisms they cannot be accurately outlined 
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for social and historical systems. The standards of life, the bound
aries and goal-states of societies, are dependent on the experiences 
and interpretations of human agents. The ‘control values’ of a soci
ety (the values of the state variables the system maintains) are not 
simply – as Parson supposes – given; they are subject to controversy 
– to social and political struggle. If functionalism is to serve as a 
‘useful tool’ for social inquiry it has to be integrated, in Habermas’s 
view, with hermeneutic and critical procedures. 

While Habermas has been very critical of functionalism, he has 
stressed the necessity for unifying systems-theoretic and action-
theoretic perspectives with insights from other approaches. But he 
has not, as yet, formulated an integrated framework for inquiry. This 
task appears to be the topic of his current research. But until it is 
published the methodological framework of his work will remain 
unclear. Various approaches are given various emphasis in his texts; 
but many ideas and assumptions from (predominately) systems 
theory, action theory and genetic structuralism are intermingled in a 
manner which is often difficult to follow. 

90 Legitimation Crisis, pp. 23–4. 
91 cf., for example, James O’Connor, The Fiscal Crisis of the State 

(New York: St Martin’s Press 1973); Andrew Schonfield, Modern 
Capitalism (London: Oxford University Press 1965); and the work 
of C. Offe on the capitalist state, e.g. ‘Political authority and class 
structure’. 

92 Legitimation Crisis, p. 49. 
93 ibid., pp. 49–50. 
94 ibid., p. 46. cf. Paul Mattick, Marx and Keynes (Boston: Porter 

Sargent 1969). 
95 ibid., pp. 51–2. 
96 ibid., pp. 56–7. 
97 ibid., p. 57. 
98 The state acts both to maintain the economic process through avoi

dance of instabilities and to replace the market mechanism where 
the economic process has produced unintended dysfunctional con
sequences. In its maintenance function the state utilizes such meas
ures as price control, interest regulation, tax rebates, etc. The 
replacement functions of the state include bolstering non
competitive sectors through government consumption, acting to 
improve both the material and non-material infrastructure of society 
(transportation, communication, education) relieving the costs of 
social damages due to private enterprise (welfare, unemployment, 
pollution) and helping to maintain foreign markets. 

99 Habermas, Legitimation Crisis, p. 46. 
100 ibid., p. 62. 
101 ibid., p. 64. 
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102 ibid., p. 69. 
103 ibid., p. 73. 
104 ibid., p. 75. 
105 cf. ibid., pp. 81–4. 
106 cf. ibid., pp. 84–92. 
107 ibid., p. 90, 117ff. 

11 Interests, knowledge and action 
1 J. Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, trans. J. Shapiro 

(London: Heinemann 1971), p. 4. 
2 Two tasks became important for such an ‘epistemology’. The first 

was to examine the methodological procedures of science in order to 
understand how knowledge was generated by science. The second 
was to analyse scientific knowledge itself to demonstrate how such 
knowledge was constructed out of sensory experience, cf., ibid., pp. 
68–9. 

3 ibid., p. 68. 
4 ibid., pp. 68–9. 
5 ibid., p. 304. 
6 ibid., pp. 305–6. 
7 ibid., p. 314. 
8 J. Habermas, ‘A postscript to Knowledge and Human Interests’, 

Philosophy of the Social Sciences, vol. 3 (1975), p. 178. 
9 Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, p. vii. 

10 Habermas, ‘A postscript to Knowledge and Human Interests’, p. 
164. 

11 Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, p. 19. 
12 ibid., p. 24. 
13 The position was elaborated in the previous chapter on pp. 267–70. 
14 Quoted by Habermas, ibid., p. 36. 
15 T. Schroyer, The Critique of Domination (New York: George Brazil¬ 

ler 1973), p. 139. 
16 See Knowledge and Human Interests, chs. 2, 3, 6, and Wellmer 

‘Communication and emancipation’, in John O’Neill (ed.), On Criti
cal Theory (London: Heinemann 1977), for an elaboration of this 
position. 

17 Habermas, ‘A postscript to Knowledge and Human Interests’, p. 
158. 

18 Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests, p. vii. 
19 These figures may seem at first sight to constitute a rather out-of-

date concern for a modern critique of positivism; the developments 
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